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"The eye of n1an hath not heard ... " 

Fundamental Measurements and Perception from St Paul to 
Shakespeare's Bottom 

Th e eye of man hath not heard , the ear of man hath not seen man 's hand is 
no t able to taste, !us tongue to conceive, nm his heart to report , what my 
dream was 

(IV, 1; 209-212) 1 

- Bottom, a \\"·eavcr by pro fession says, after his deep slw11ber in the arms of 
beautifu l Titania. "It mu st be accepte d" - Frank Kermod e wrote in his essay called 
'Th e l,tfature Comedies" -

that this is a pa rod y of 1 Corinth ians 2:9-10 [ ... ]: 'Eye hath not seen, nor ear 
heard , neither have entered into the heart of man the things which God hath 
prepared for them that love him . But Go d hath revea led them unto us by his 
Spirit: for the Spirit searches all things, yea, the deep things of God.' 2 

1 Reference s to A M1c/J11111mer N ight's Dream are from Harold Brook s, ed., The Arc/en Sht!keJpeare. A 
,\,Jidm111111er Night' s Drcu111. (T.ond on and New York: Tvfcthuen , 1979, 1990). Citat ions fro m other plays b y 
Shake speare also follow the . \rd en edi tion o f the respec tive works. 
2 Fra11k Kermo de, 'Tu e Mature Comedies" In Earfy Sbake.rpean:. (New York: St Martin's Press,. (196 1), pp. 214-
220, here p 2 14 and p. 220. 
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Kermode, as Jan Kott points out in his "The Bottom Trans!ation,"3 quotes the 
King James version (1611). Tyndale (1534) and the Geneva Bible (1557) render the last 
verse in the following way: "the Spirite searcheth all thinges, ye the botome of Goddes 
secrettes." 4 It is, indeed, more than likely that, as Kott also argues, Bottom got his 
name "from Paul's letter in old versions of Scripture," and that "the spirit which 
reaches to 'the botome' of all mysteries haunts Bottom." 5 Thus, to take Professor 
Kott's obscffation a little further, Bottom, with his long, pricking cars of an ass and in 
his earthly, well-meaning clumsiness and foolishness, would himself be, from "top to 
bottom," the 'Bottom-translation' of God's secrets. 

How far Shakespeare actually ventured into ,vhat we may at first hearing call 
downright blasphemy is difficult to tell. \'i/as he, for example, also aware of the possible 
pun on ass ('a well-known quadruped of the horse kind, distinguished from the horse 
by its smaller size, long cars, tuft at end of tail, and black stripe across i-hc shoulders')," 
and aue ('the posteriors of an animal', 'the bottom, the lower or hinder end')? 1 From 
the point of view of rhetoric, exchanging arse for ass ("translating" one into the other) 
would Just he a form of the well-known epenfhe.11.r ("the addition of a syllable or letter 1n 

the middle of a word"). 8 The Oxford English Dlctiot1ai]' mentions ass in the meaning of 
'bottom' as a "vulgar and dialectal spelling and pronunciation" of the notorious word, 
ane, vet the confusion - though wide-spread now 111 contemporary informal .\merican 
English - does not seem to occur before 1860Y IIowevcr, it 1s hard to conceive that 
the playwright who so readily quibbled on son and sun (as in Hamlet; I,2;64,67) and on 

3 Jan Kott, The Bot/um Tm1Jslutio11. ,}lar/01/Je a11d \ 11a•J._ce,1Jec1.re a1,d the C1miv11!_ Traditio11. Tr,mslated by Daniel 
;\licdzyrccb ,llld l j]foui Vallee. (Evanston: Northwestern Umvcrsity Press, 1987). 
4 Cf Kott, p.37. The 1560-edition of the Geneva Bible already has: "for the Spirit searched, all things, ,·ea, 
the deepe things of Goel." (See The Cmcva Bible,,\ facsimile of the 1560 edition. \vith an Introduction by Lioyd 

E. Berry. (i\laclison, \lilwaukee and London: 1he University of \visconsin Press); The Ki111: JcwNs vmio/1, rwithout 
elate]. TI1e I [oly Bible Containing the ( )kl m1d New Tcshuncnr. Translated out of the oriS,>inal tongues ,me\ with the 
former translations diligently compared and revised by !-!is '.\lajcsty's special command. London: Eyre and 
Spott1swoode l .imited (01iginalh· in 1611 ]; T11e.7j'l1dale Bible, Eel. David Daniell. [New J laven: Yale University Press, 
19901). 
·' Kott, P- 37. Cf also Brooks, P- cxvii, Note 3, and p 99. 
'' The Oxford E1{gli,h D1dio11111y (TI1e Compact Edition. Complete text reprodnccd n11crograpliically. New York 
etc.: Oxford University Press. 197 J) 
1 The Oxford English Didio,wry. 
8 Cf. Sister ;\liriam Joseph, Shake.,-pcarej Use o/theArts of]-1,111guogc. (l ,ondoa ,Ulcl New York: Methuen, 1947, 1 %2), 
p. 293. 
'' The Oxford English Dictionary. 
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the clo senes s - or identity - of th e pronunciation of nothing and noting (as in LV1uch Ad o 
About Nothi11g; III , 3; 56-57) - to quote only two exampl es - would ha ve remained 
ignoran t of such a \vonderful chanc e for fool ery (horsepl ay, "ass -m:rtplay"? ), esp ecially 
in an age when, as A. R Humphr eys put s it , "reg ion al and plebeian sp eech " wa s mor e 
than common on the London stage 111 and th e vari ed sp ellings and pronunciations in 
emerging "Ea rly Modern En glish" served as a rich store hou se fo r both poets and 
phnvri ghts to mul tiply meanin gs and to further ambi guiti es . 

Yet this ad diti onal association would only contribute to the shoc k solidl y 
established by Shake speare already and so sen sitively hinted at by Kermocle and Ko tt: it 
1s Bottom's very self which serv es as the "bott om translation" of Paul's words ; the 
\'\ 'eaver both "overwrit es" and "und erwrites" the text of Corinthiam; he weaves a new 
actor' s garm ent from the old texture and thus he bec ome s an awesom e, di sturbin g and 
profan e "translation," i.e. th e tran sformation , the metam orph osis, and, thereb y, th e 
scand alous "incarnation " of the Scriptur e, of the \'v'ord of Go el. i\ re we, watch ing 
Bottom, participating in a sacrilegio us " imitatio Chri sti"?11 Did Shak espeare go a bit 
too far here in paraphra se and dist orti on ) 

Thi s qu estio n , inde ed, brin gs no lesser an issue int o play than the age-old 
problem of "how far is the-too-far ," namely: 1s ther e a p oint when we hav e sufficien t 
gro und s to claim that the " ovenvriting, " the " translation " o f th e "o rigina l" text already 
amounts to "dam aging" the "o nginal"~ Do we rea ch a stage wh en we can safely say 
that th e "int erpr etatio n" ha s go ne too far and the ges ture o f it h as beco me a mer e jest, 
debasin g th e text ra the r than helpin g to understand it? Still furth er, and to ask an even 
more "radical" qu es tion: doe s it m ake sense to talk about th e "or iginal" at all if it seem s 
that th e "so ur ce," the "o bjec t" on which our "translation" operates, disapp ears in, and 
gets '' digested" int o , th e act of int erp retati on? (In fact \Ve h ave, as it will be come clearer 
below, touched upon a probl em pertaining to "fund am ent al measur ement s" already.) 
.\fter all, th e very word s Bottom transforms are not the "original " on es , eith er; th ey are 
one of th e En glish translatio ns of Paul's G reek text , who, in turn, - as hi s 

1" Cf. . \ . R I lumphrc1 ·s. ed .. ] /J,-A ,;/m Shake-'l''""'· 1\111,/J ,,Jtfo •. , J/,01:/ .':'voihti(~ (London and Ne w York: :\ktl men. 
198 1), pp 134 -135 . 
11 Tom Snout, the Tinker. who will hav e to ge t " tran sfor m ed" into a \'\-'all in th e perfor ma nce of the 
handicrn ftsmcn, tells llo tt om with rhc ass-head : " () Botro m , tho u art cha nge d" (III,! ;109) and Pet er 
Q uinc e, the C:irpc nt er, gi,·es thl "bo ttom -Line": ' 'Bless thee , Bo ttom , bless the e! T hou art tran slated ." 
(Il I,l;ll 3- l 14). Jn th e .\rden -cdition - from whi ch I <JUOte th e whol e play - Brook s glosses traJ1s!ated as 
' t ransforme d ' 01ro ok s p .:iS) , and K o n s,11·s: '"Tran slation ' was th e word used by Ben Jon son for meta phor " 
(Ko tt , p.30). 
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"philologically" correct introductory clause, "But as it is written" (2:9) indicates - is 
working with a "subtext" himself, namely with Isaiah 64:4: "For since the beginning of 
the world men have not heard, nor perceived by the ear, neither hath the eye seen, 0 
God, beside thee, what he hath prepared for him that waiteth for him" (King James 
version), and, of course, this crux, too, is "only" and again the rendering of an 
"original" in Hebrew. 

I take the question of the "original" and of the "source" to be a markedl y 
relevant question, and especially so apropos of A Midsummer Night's Dream, where, on the 
one hand, the play as a whole is acclaimed to have no direct source (like The Tempe.rt, 
and as opposed to e.g. As 1.'ott Like It, built out of Lodge 's Rosalind, or The LT:1/inter's Tale 
out of Greene's Pandosto),12 while, on the other hand - as Jan Kott has brilliantly 
shown 13 - there are a host of "subtexts" and traditions at work at the play's "bottom." 
Shakespeare's comedy itself seems to be, from the point of view of "intertextuality" 
and of "originals," a paradoxical weaving together of creation "ex nihilo" and of re-
creation (both in the sense of 'restoration' and of 'leisure'). I will return to tl1e above 
nagging questions at the end of this essay. Here, by way of a starting point, I first ·wish 
to call attention to the "extensions" Bottom performs on St Paul's text, as seldom 
mentioned in the critical literature of the play as it is zealous in pointing out th e 
parallels. 

\'vhereas Paul mentions only three "organs " - the eye, the ear and the heart -
in Bottom's monologue we have, besides these three the hand and the tongue: altogeth er 
five. Now since all the noun + verb (subject-predicate) constructions seem to be 
malapropisms14 (eye - heard; ear - seen; hand - taste; tongue - conceive; heart - report), 
it is immediately obvious that no absolutely symmetrical exchange is possible between 
the five subjects and their corresponding predicates. The first two pairs are perfectl y 
symmetrical with respect to exchange (the eye should hear , while the ear should see): 
here the malapropism rests on the predicates expressing the most straightforward 
functions of the bodil y organs respectively, so much so that Bottom's distortions 
almost amount to violatin g "analytic" statements, where the content of the predicate is, 
so to speak, included in the subject in advance. After all, the eyes do primarily see and 
the ears do, first and foremost, hear. So far, Bottom has orily swapped Paul's verbs 
after the nouns. 

12 Cf. e.g. David Daniell , The Tempest. The Critics' Debate Series. O,ondon: Macmillan, 1989), p. 70. 
1.1 Cf. Kott, pp. 31-33. 
1 1 Cf. Joseph, p. 304. 
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Yet from now on we may be witness to a more subtle and complex deviation. 
First of all, Bottom dissents from the syntax of the English translation of Paul's words: 
while both the King James version and the Tyndale Bible have an active present perfect 
construction introduced by the conjunction neither ("neither entered into the heart of 
man": King James; "netl1er have entered into the hert of man" : Tyndale), 15 Bottom 
switches over into be + (noi) able to structures: "not able to taste," "to conceive," "to 
report." Bottom spells out the inability of the human being more emphatically, while 
bringing into play the hand, which is unable to taste, and the tongue, which cannot 
conceive. And it is here that the symmetry is broken: after the malapropism of hand and 
!cute we would expect, with the tongue, something like touch or clttllh or graJp. Conceive, on 
the other hand, would, under normal circumstances, most readily take mine/ or, even 
more "literally," the womb, the former also being able to graJp, as the hand does. So, since 
hand and conceive by no means form an "original" pair of the "eye - see" or "ear - hear" 
sort, we must either conclude that hand remains without the glory of lending a 
malapropism to any other organ mentioned, or that it is rather to11gue and heart which 
create a new pair. But there are difficulties \vith symmetry this way, too. Though the 
tongue can indeed "report" and the heart is able to "conceive," these "orig1nals" are by 
far less straightforward than the "eye - see" -type. Besides, then tong11e would be a 
strange "Janus" -term, looking backwards to hand through taste and peeping fo1ward to 
heart through report. 

However, two disturbing features will still remain. One is that whereas there is 
no ordinary sense in which the ~ye could hear, or the ear could see, or the hand could taste, 
it seems that there was a sense in Shakespeare's time in which the to11g11e could indeed 
conceive: the Oxford English Dzdionary lists this now obsolete meaning as the fifth one and 
defines it as 'To take on (any state or condition: e.g. }ire, mofrture, disease, putrefadion, or 
the like).'t(, One of the examples the Dictionary quotes is from 1695, where the word is 
used with a bodily organ: "Dipping your Finger in it [Spirit], and touching it with the 
Flame of a Candle ... it immediately conceives Flame." The other, even more disturbing 
feature is that to say that the heart is (unable) to report is - at least according to my non-
native English competence - not a misapplication at all; it rather seems to me to he an 
apt and attractive metaphor. Here we are welcome to suppose already that Bottom is 
exploiting the traditional semantic extension of heart17 in the direction of this vital 

i; Cf. Diana i\kers Rhoads, Shakespeare,· Defense ~f Poetry. A 1vl1drt1mmer Nighfl' Dn:am a/Id The Tempest. (Lanham: 
University Press of ,\meric a, 1985), p.82 . 
IC, Oxford English Didio11ary. 
17 Cf. David Daniell, ed., The Tyne/ale Bible. (New HaYen: Yale University Press, 1990) , p.xi. 
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'orga n' also being the 'seat' of some kind of (secret, or even mystical ) kno1vled,ge. \'('hat 
should we make, then, of Bottom's more and mor e asymmetric al confu sions of 
semantic fields, a territory any philosoph er, especially in the footst eps of \v'itt genstein, 
wo uld find to be an ideal huntin g ground? 

First of all we may not e that Bottom refers to four of the five hum an sense s -
see111g; hearing; touching through ha11d; and tasting through tongue, whil e his fifth 
"org an ," as we have seen , is Paul' s hem!. This way he goes n1uch further than mo st 
philosophers, who, when giving examples of perception, almost exclusivel y discu ss 
only seeing and he aring, even the latter being a "po or relative ."18 Thus, rnaybe it is not 
too far-fe tched to read the m arke d absence of mind in th e connotational enviro nment 
of conceive as a covert me ssage to phil oso ph y: " the human being is more th an a he ad 
with a mind and a pair of eyes in it." Thi s seems to corroborate our suspicion 
concerning Bottom's implied em pha sis on the hMr! as an 'organ' of k t101vi11g. 

Yet smellii(g or nose are mis sing even from Bottom 's list, while th ey seem to 
enjoy a significant position in o ther Shakespearean pieces, most not ably perh aps in King 
L ear. 

In Lear's tragedy amid st the ove rall chaos of sensing and makin g sense, th e 
only trustworthy m ode of human pe rcepti on seems preci sely to b e smelling, with its 
single reliable organ, the no se. I hav e such pas sages in mind as the Fo ol's qu estion to 
Lear about why on e's nos e stand s in rhc middle of on e's face (cf. I,5;19), or Regan' s 
proposition that the blind Gloucester sho uld "s mell / His way to Dov er" (III, 7; 92), 
or I .car's m emorie s o f the storm, as he relates th em to Ed gar and Glou cester: 

\\ ·11en the rain came ro \Vet me once and the wmd to make me chatte r, ,vh en 
the thund er would not peace at my biddi ng , ther e I found' em, ther e I 
srnclt'ern out. 

(l\', 6;100-103) 

1~ This is tru e not onl y of such "emp iricists ' ' as Loc ke (cf., for exam ple, Book 2, Chapters 3 and ') "f !us 
C:ssay Co11cm1i11g I !t1111a11 U11derst,u!di11g, [71Je 1/?ri!k.r o/.fohrr f.JJrke 111 Tm l.-·'o/t11;Ns. \'ol um c L Dan ns tadt: Su ea1ia 
\ 'n lag., 1963. Reprint of the 1823 edition in l ,ond<ln], p. 104 and pp. 129-136) , but also of such " idealists" like 
I ]egel; cf., for in stanc e: "The forc e of ( ... ] truth thus lies now in th e T, in the immed iacy of m1· .rcet1(g, 

heari11g, and w on; the va nish111g of th e singl e No w and [ !ere that we mean is pr esented by th e fact that I 
ho ld them fast" (G. \\ '. l' [ legcl, l'hc11ome1iolo_gy of Sp111!. Tr anslated by ,\ . V. l'vliUcr, with analysis of the text and 
forewo rd by j. N. Findlay. [Oxfo rd: Clarendon l' ress.1977 ]. p. 61, my emphas is; see also pp . 62-10:'1.) It is th e 
"and so on " wh ich is esp ecially sympt oma tic in 1 Jeg cl's tex t. 
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Should we say that, under the "ontological" interpretation of som e sen sory, 
"cmpuic al" categories Sh akespeare provides us with, one of the rea son s for our human 
tragedies is that, as Glou cester put s it, we cann ot " smell a fault" (l,1;15)? Is it pos sible 
thar the hand - which is so ready to clutch a dagger in Lviacheth - " smells, " in Lear's 
\vord s, "of mortali ty" (IV,6;132) too mu ch? \'vl1at would th e "metaph ysical no se" loo k 
like which could smell our " faults " at the b ottom of our exist ence? I s the nose ab sent 
from Bottom' s blasphem ous inv entor y b ecau se, according to Shakespearean 
"m etaph ysics," fault-sm elling in thi s "ont ological" and "tra gic" sens e is reserved 
e:-;clusively for G od, or Chri st, e·ven in the sacrilegious pr esence of a "bottom " -
inc un ation of The \v'ord? Shall we take a furth er hint from th e fact that, on Bott om' s 
list, it is the heart which seems to fill the Yoid left behind by the nose? Th e series of my 
"rh etor ical que stions" above m ay at least, if th ey do nothin g else, call attention to an 
ab senc e I am fascinat ed by: th e fifth huma n sens e mis sing from Bottom 's catalogue 
(perhaps really m eant 111 the di, ·ine sense) . 

Howev er, thi s absence is all the mor e inter esting in view of th e fact that smell s 
do pla y an emin ent role in the m·erall pattern of A i\1idrutmner i.'..J(~ht 's D ream. Th e fairy-
world exud es the powerful scent of flower s: it 1s enou gh to think of th e "o dorou s 
chaplet of sweet summer bud s" (II,1;110) Tit ania m en tion s, or o f O beron 's "sweet 
mu sk-ros es" (II ,2;252), " large, ram bling white ro ses , so called from their fragranc e," 19 

which Ti tania will later "st ick" int o Bo ttom's "s leek smo oth hea d" (IV, 1;3) to \Vteathc 
him in a "coron et of fre sh and fragrant flowe r s" (rV,1;51). On th e oth er hand Bottom 
warns his fellmv-actor s to "cat no onion s nor garlic, for we are to u tter sweet bre ath " 111 

order to produ ce a .1weet comecfy (I\. ,2;40-42). Of cour se the sweet com edy is th e "very 
tragical mirth " of Pyramu s and Thisb e (V,1;57), the reh earsal of which in the woo ds 
star ts as follows: 

Bottom : Thi sbc, the flm,·crs of odiou s savours s,vec t -
Quin ce: 'Od orous'! 'od orou s'! 
13ottom: O do rous s,wours sweet; 

So hath thy breath , my dearest Thisb c dear. 
(III, 1 ;78-80) 

1'1 l3rooks, p. 42. 
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Siveet, which , in the play, is applied not only to "s avour s" and "breath" but to 
"melody," to "voice," to "look," to "sight," to "honeysuckle," and even to persons,211 is 
able to connect, through its out standing polysemous powe r, th e wh ole range of our 
percepti ve potentials. Thus, A lvf.idmmmer Night's Dream does become, to borrow 
Bottom's words, a "sw eet comedy," where the fragrance of odorous flowers mix es with 
the "odious" stench of garlicky breath. The fibres of th e "airy nothin g" (V,1;16) are as 
much woven from the sweaty efforts of the handicraftsm en, who "now have toil 'd 
their unbreath'd mem ories" (V,1;74), as from the "gait" of "every fairy," who should 
"each several chamber ble ss / Through this palace with sweet peace" (V,-1;402 -404) 
:\ft er all, scent and sense are unit ed etymologicall y forever, in their common La tin ro ot, 
sentirc ('to feel, to perc ei_ye') , to emphasise, as it were, that all human sensati on and 
feeling starts with the nose. 

So one more of my rhetorical questions seems to be in place: if smelling even 
"hi storically" seems to be so fundam ental and if it is tru e that the play as a whol e is so 
sensitive to smells, connectin g, through f/J)eet, practicall y the whole range of human 
feelings, has it not becom e almost symptomatic by now that it is precisely the nose 
which cannot be found in Bottom's inventory ? 

Yet there is something even mor e imp ortant to be noted concerning Bottom' s 
monolo gue. His comedy, throughout his speech, is triggered by what we may call the 
"constant metaph orisation and back-litcralisation of the negative": on th e on e han d, 
Bottom , in line with St Paul , provid es us with an implied criticism o f th e limits of 
human perception and knowled ge, tacitly suggesting th at on e would need new organ s, 
in fact an almost tot al transforma6on ("translation") of sensation and thinking to 
apprehend and compr ehend what he has been throu gh, while, on the ot her hand , he is 
also absolutel y and, therefor e, fatally right from the point of view of his words taken 
litera lly, because, true enough, the eyes will never be able to he;ir and the ears will never 
be able to see. If there is, indeed , ;i pl ay which is pr epar ed to go to all lengths to po int 
out the bankruptcy of hmnan sensation in genera l, then it is A i\1Zcfom11ner N ight's 

20 "My to ngue sho uld catch your tongu e's swee t melody" (I,1;189); "he [llot tom] is a very paramour for a 
swee t voice" (IV,2;11); " I did never, no, never can / De se1ve a sweet look from Demetrius ' eyc"(II ,2;125-
126); "Sees t th ou this sweet sight?" (IV,1;45); "So doth the woodbine the sweet honey suclde / Gently 
entwist" (IV, 1;41); "O take the sense, sweet, of my inn ocence!" (II ,2;44); "Sweet, do not scorn her so" 
(III ,2;247); "And run throu gh fire I will for thy swee t sake!" (II ,2;103). 
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Dream. It is especially sight which gets a detailed treatment, the rye being - as is well-
known and widely discussed 2 1 - the central metaphor of the play. 

In the very first scene, for in stance, Hermia expresses her disapproval of those 
who "choose love by another's eyes" (l ,1;140), providing us with the root of all further 
complications. Helena tl1inks that she could "sway the motion of Demetrius' heart" 
(l,1;193 ) if she were like "fair Hermia" : "My ear should catch your voice, my eye your 
eye, / ~[ y tongue should catch your tongue's sweet melody" (I,1;187-189). Expanding 
the list by ear and tongue seems to allude to Bottom's crux significantly, especially in the 
context of the notoriou s word, "transl ated," since Helena continues: "Were the world 
mine, D emetrius bein g bated, / Th e rest I'd give to be to you tran slated" (l,1;190-191). 

In a certain sense , the whole play can ind eed be said to be a challenge to some 
of Hel ena's central theses, especiall y to: "Love look s not with the eyes, but with the 
mind" (l,2;234). 22 Yet the whole pass age is worth quoting: 

How happ y some o'e r other some can be! 
Through .\th ens I am thought as fair as she.[i.c. Hermiaj 
But what of that? Demetrius thinks not so; 
1-fe will not know what all but he do know; 
,\nd as he errs, doting on I lermia 's eyes, 
So I , admirin g of his qualitie s. 
Things base and vile, holdin g no quantity, 
l .ovc can transp ose to form and clignity: 
I .ove looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, 
,\ud therefor e 1s wing'cl Cupid painte d blind; 
No r hath Love's mind of anv judgement taste: 
\'\,'ings, and no eyes, figure unh eedy haste. 

(I,2;226-237) 

It is primarily the Juxtapo sition of "qualit y" and "qu antity" which will prove 
import ant: in my futu re discussion of the relation ship between perception and, as the 
title of this essay goe s, fundamental mea surem ent s, the latter having a lot to do with 
qualities and quantiti es. Helena's central thesis will, of cours e, prove blatantl y false: 
J ,ysand er, Demetrius and even Titania will all fall prey to lookin g with the eyes instead 
of the mind. Lysander, for example , insists in vain, dazzled by the jmce of th e love -in-

21 Cf., for example, Cecil S. Em den's detail ed sru<ly, ·"Shakespeare ;u1d the Eye" in Shukc,peure S11rocy 26 (1973), 
pp. 130 141, espe cially p. 135. 
22 Cf. Brook s, pp. xcii-xciv. 
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idleness flower upon looking at Helena, that "the will of man is by his reason sway'd, / 
, \nd reason says you are the worthier maid" (II,2; 114-115) - it is his ve1y condition 
which falsifies his claim. 

As it has also frequently been observed, the play even offers, especially in the 
context of the performance of the artisans, (where a \vall is a human being and a Lion 
should not be taken as "real"), an eye-test for the theatrical perception of the audience 
as well.21 Theseus, for instance will not only contend that the "shadows" of both 
eminent and poor performances should be "amend" -ed by the "imagination" 24 but he 
,vill also unabashedly discuss theatrical illusion in the context of love and madness: 
"The lunatic, the lover, and the poet/ Are of imagination all compact" (V,1;7-8). Thus, 
as generations of critics have argued before me, Bottom's points about the inadequacy 
of human sensation concenung certain "most rare vision"-s (cf. IV,1;203) perfectly {it 
into the overall concern of the play as a whole. · 

But, having dealt with the lacks in Bottom's speech at large, how arc we to 
interpret now his "extensions," namely the mentioning of the hand and the !Of!J!,lle, in 
addition to St Paul's ~)le, ear and heart? Should we argue that more "down-to-the-earth" 
Bottom, after his revels and revelations 111 Titania's arms, has to complement St Paul's 
catalogue to hint at the ineffable, and, paradoxically, "airy" and "ethereal" sexual 
experience with the Queen of the Fairies? \ve know from Bal<l1tin's and from Kott's 
explorations that in the polysemy of the figure of the ass one important element is its 
exceptional sexual potentiaJ.2 5 From this we can only infer what happened between 
Bottom and Titania. Here - as deconstruction would most probably put the matter -
we never get the "thing," the "meaning" itself: if there is, rndeed, a climax, it takes place 
in the realm of "shadO\vs" and Titania only leaves "traces" behind, precisely and 
especially - it seems - on Bottom's tongue and hands, and, most significantly, within 
the texture of a dream. Here, again, Bottom successfully employs, in more than one way, 
the principle of "metaphorisation and back-literalisation of the negative" mentioned 
above. For a dream is a notorious thing: since Freud we know that we do not have 
direct access to it at all; we rather remember our "translations" of it into thoughts or 
speech, and part of the analyst's work consists precisely in trying to get to the 
"original" through deciphering the "dream-meaning" ("TreJ1mdeuti11{() in an - as Paul 

2.1 Cf Brooks, pp. cxxxvii-cxliii 
21 "The best in this kind ,1re bnt shadows; and the worst arc no worse, if imagination amend them" 
(V,1 ;208 209) 
21 Cf Kott, pp. 43 52. 
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H.icoeur would argue21• ultim ately hermcn eutical process. The 111ability of 
co mmun ication Botton, so sensitivel y and sensu ally gives voice to thus bel ongs no t 
onh · to "s en sational or exceptional " dreams (1ike an encounter with a fairy) but to the 
ver!· nature o f any dream, too . The furth er complication - the "complication of the 
complication" - is, o f co ur se, t11at Bottom' s dream is already within A A1idrummer 
S{~h! '., Dream. 1\no th er complication - as a further application of th e games with th e 
neg ative27 - is that it would ind eed be hard to co nceive what th e to ngu e and hand s 
migh r feel on a fairy. Is a fairy no t "am·," " celes tial," "e th ereal" by definition) I s it not a 
mi sappli cation (a "category mi stake") of th e "eye - he,u" - t\·pe already to speak of, or at 
least entail, the hady of a fairy? 

Here we ma y once more get a glimp,e o f ho\v the thea tre works, a " nuni atur c 
P,Ortrait," op erating over th e "micro cos m " of Bottom' s few line s. Por , 1n my readin g, 
,, ,ha t Bot tom 1s doin g amount s to tl11s: he is ch astising human sen sation and sense -
making for not bein g able to go bC\·ond th ems elve s and to perform th e impos sible 
task s he would like to prescribe them, he complain s about the ineffability of dr eam s 
and about th e limit s o f language trying to gi, ·e , -oice ro the experience of a fairy-bod y, 
,vhil e everytlun g he impli es as a lack, as a negari,·e feature is, on the strictl y literal level, 
straightforw ardly and triviall y tru e: eyes will not hear. ear s will no t see , etc. , fairies do 
not have bodies and we are unable to gin : a direct account of an y of our dr eams. Th e 
yoking togethe r o f contradicrory term s like ~Te and hear start s a metaphorical proce ss 
and , as I p ointed out abov e, by the tim e Bot tom gets to "h eart to report" (wluch I 
dar ed to take to be a hands om e met aph or), he C\'en seems to learn that the tension a 
" real" metaphor cirri es does no t simply flow from putti ng co ntradi ctory or muruall y 
exclusiv e wo rd s to gether, bur from a "milder " juxtap os ition , wher e the sem anti c 
co n tent o f one term find s at least as much 111 comm on with the o th er term as it also 
find s its elf at odds with it. \X·e might even sar tlu t Bottom slowly learn s " translation " 
in the sense of Ben J onso n, who used thi s enigmatic wo rd for metctphor.28 

Yet Bottom's gra du al met.1phorisa11o n, thro ugh it s inevitable anchorage , and , 
the reby, its con stant participation, in the literal h ,1s a counter-eff ect on the literal too, 
and the inh eren t lack and negativity dete cted as st raight fo rwardly and trivially existing 

21• C f. l'aul H.icoeur, ···n,c (Jucstio n of Pro of in I 'sychn'1nak sis" 1 n 771c Philo.r1hf!Y of Paul Riw11r. A11 A11tholi!'!J' of/ lt.r 
W'ork. E ds., Ch ;11:les E. lle agan and D,1\~d Stcwarr. (Hos ton: Beaco n Press, 1978), pp 184-210. 
27 ( )n the probl em of m etaph ors whic h are n egatn-e in fo rm (e.g . "L ife. is not a bed o f rose s" or "Th e wor k 
of art is no t an egg ") see Dal'id Co op er' s wi tty di scu ssion , J'/ctaphor . . \r isrote li;m Society Series, Volwne 5. 
(( )xford: Basil Blackwell, 198 6), pp. 232 23 6. 
2x Cf Kott , p . 30. 
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on the literal level begins to be read and "translated" in at least two ways . On the one 
hand, the trivial lack and ne gativity on the literal plane will forever trigger a need in the 
literal to go "beyond" itself, to find a realm where, for example, the eye is indeed 
capable of hearin g, while impl ying a profound and deep criticism of the human senses 
and the ability of sense-making precisel y in their proper and trivial functions as well: what 
Bottom is indirectly suggesting is, inde ed, no less than the wise acknowledgement that 
the eyes cannot even see, that the ears ca11t1ol even hear, etc., with all the co nfu sion s and the 
asymmetry of the proper functions of hand, tongue and hear t noted above. 

On the other hand, the interpl ay of the literal and the m etaphorical will resul t 
in the carrying over of the lack and of the negativit y of the literal plane onto the level of 
the met aphorical as well: Bottom further - and no less ,visely - implie s that no matter 
how hard we might work on a total transformation or "trans lation" o f our senses and 
sense-making, the enterprise of enriching even each and every sense- orga n with all the 
capabilities of all the others (e.g. the eyes, besides seeing, with hearing, touching, 
tasting, etc.) would still mean remaining within the confine s of human bound aries, and 
a lack and negativity will always remain , on each and every level, since, trivially again , 
even metaphorisation is a human proc ess after all. 

II ere we have reach ed the lesson of th e theatre again, which is always a lesson 
for it as well: the theatrical "dream-world," at least in one sense, is created to make up 
for the lacks in the literal realm, yet what is created and what we traditionall y call the 
metaphorical, always feedin g on the literal, gets its energy also from what it does not -
and will never - have. \'ve once more encounter the paradox of meanin g: meanin g 
shows its enor mou s potential where it is not, it creates mo st effectiv ely - or at all - b~fore 
and after it is gone. Iience also the significance of the fact that we will never be able to 
decide wh ether Bottom did sleep with Titania or not. Yet it is of utmost importance 
that we neither remain content with celebrating this uncertainty (as, I believe, 
deco nstruction is sometimes prone to do), nor give up trying to fill the "lacuna," the 
tense "emptiness" before and after meaning, in as many ways as we can. It seen1s that 
meaning gets generated from the way I fill in the "absences" with my suppositions and 
inferenc es and, first and foremost, from the amo unt of trust I put into a chosen 
direction from lJ!JSe(( Wbile nece ssarily and inevitably tru sting langua ge always alread y 
built on communal trust , I JJJC{~er 1JJhat lam on something other tha11 what I am. \'<lager, of 
course, implies that I can also lose, and trust always invol ves credit, so, self-evidently, 
there ,vill never ever be absolute certainty. Yet the possibili(y of my being a lose r doe s 
not mean that I am, already, a lose r: I have to allow for an equal chanc e of wmnin g. I am 
more than ready to acknowl edge tlrnt I do not !mow when and how my actual!J being a 
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winner (a loser) gets announced - or even predicted. For Hamlet, for example, there is 
Claudius to do the job: "Our son shall win " (V,2;289), a venomous wager indeed, 
containing the direct opposite of the final tmth. Still I contend that unless I allow for 
the other alternative with equal force, my trust is no trust. 

The above speculations about the pow er of meaning m ay even be connected 
with a further understandin g of mimesis, a ve1y ,vell-known on e provided by Paul 
precisely in 1 Corinthians. The clue th at seems to make the link possible is one of 
Bottom's "extensions," namel y his mentionin g of the tongue, which might recall the 
following crux from the whole body of the "subt ext" he is working with (I quote from 
the Geneva Bible): 

Though I speake with the tongues of men and Angel s, and hau e not loue, I 
am as sounding brass e, or a tinkling cymbal. ,\nd thogh I had the gt/1 of 
prophecie, and knewc all secretes and ,111 knowledge, yea, if I had all faith, so 
that I colde remoue mountaines and had no loue, I ,vere nothing. 

(13:1-2) 

'Now tow ards the end of the famous "Hymn of l ,ove" we find the following much-
discussed passage: • 

For now we se [e] throu gh a glasse darkele y: but then shaf /lie se[e] face to face. 
Now I knowe in parte : but then shal I know e euen as I am knowen. 

(13:12) 

St Paul juxtaposes here two worlds: the earthly one he is now subject to offers 
only a dim, blurr ed vision, identified by the quality of darkness - and we may just 
wonder what the glass can mean: is it indeed a "P latonic " lookin g-glass, reflectin g, in 
faint shadows, God's "Reality" and deceptively showin g everything in the reversed 
order, i.e. the right to he the left and the left to be the right? Th at, I believe , is th e 
standard interpretation and this is no place to quarrel with it at length, though I think 
that even Plato's cave-image is more complex than that. Here I wish to point out one 
noteworthy feature: though Paul explicitly says that now my knowl edge is partial, he 
does not spell out its opposite in perfect, but anchors the quality to be characteristic of 
my knowled ge in "Go d's world" in the way I am knmvn. This may not only me an that 
'then I will know as now I am taught, then I will perfectly know what I nmv hear only 
in teaching,' as, for exampl e, the gloss of the Geneva Bible interprets the pa ssage , but 
also that I will then know i11 !he JJJqJ God knows me even and alreac/y now. Then partiality is 
not so much oppos ed to pn fection but to JJJholeness and intimaiy, and the sense o f know in 
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the passive voice ("as I am knmven") is understood as 'bei ng acquainted and familiar 
with' rather than as 'be111g in the possession of a piece of information I hitherto was 
denied of, or did not grasp profoundly enough.' Thus the implication of Paul's words 
would, under my interpretation , be that God will neither add anything to my partial 
kr10\vledge of, say, facts, nor will He "perfect" it in depth and thoroughness, but that 
[·le will, real!J and tmjy, acquaint me with things I think I already am familiar with, and, 
m ost notabl y, will make me familiar, at last , with vryse!f - with m yself , whom I now 
believe I know best. Thus - I would like to argue - " transc endence" here is given in the 
llualirv of intima,y, most notably triggere d by the metaphor of "see ing face to face.'' 
Transce ndence for Paul seems to lie in the total abolition of hum,m separateness both 
from other human being s and from "the objects of the wo rld. " 

This is the point wh ere I th111k we may gain a valuable insight for the the atre 
and for a theory of mimesi s: the theatre re-presents, and, at least 111 a cerrain way·, 
undoubtedly "transcends," the "rea l" \vorld, not to teach me things I have never 
previously heard of, or know not enough about, lmt to sh ow me the very thin gs I meet, 
hear and sec every day and to acg uaint and re-acquaint me with them preci sely becau se 
T think J know them intimatel y - whereas I do not. Thus the aim is not to know more 
about th e thing · but to kr1ow it, to be, as it were, 011e with it. This is the sense of 
know ledge - intimate acquaintance, "Biblical," "Pauli an" purpo rt of /1.J k110J11 - Othello, 
for exam ple, desires with respect to h1s Desdemona. 2'! The measur e and extent of rhis 
act1uaintancc and re-acquaintance 1s secured in one's existe ntial concl1tion, narnel y in 
one's ability to knmv ones elf (prec isely, as it turns out with Othello, in his ability ro gcr 
to know himself in the Othet\ which, howeYer, m:1y l)c found as \van ting with resp ect to 
the l1Lrnlity of 1Pholene.r.r as with all the other capacitie s for being human. Yet. at least 
according to St Paul' s under standing, the " real playwri ght ," 111 the fulle st pow er of Hi~ 
"mimetic ability" to .rhmv, is Go d and only God, \\-ho is ,1blc to show me pe ople :md 
things according to the measure of/ iiJ knowled ge of me aJ 1 mn. 

To interpret knowled ge as an antidote to human scpa1ateness does not seem ro 
be too far-fetched in the context of the "Hymn of Love" where, for example, "Loue 
[ ... ] disdaineth not: it seeket h not her owne things" (13:5) and where, 111 verse 2, the 
nec essity of love is argued for, among other things, in opposition to the understandin g 
of all mysteries. It neith er seems to be too much of an exaggeration in the context of .. / 1 
Mid.rummer Night's Dream, about which at least that much is agreed that ir 1s a cornecl v of 
love. Yet there 1s, of course, nothin g but disagreement concerning \:vhat ki11dr of love 

~9 C f. Gcza Kalhy, Ne,11 p11sZf" szo: Shakc.,pccm: ( )d1cllc>ja 11yehfilnz,ijiai mqgkiizel!tishm V t is not wo rds: Shakespeare's 
Othello from the perspective of the philosophv of hu1guage]. Budap est: J .iget l'vHihdv i\la pitv,iny, 1996. 
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are dealt with as the principal themes of the play) " In accordance \v:ith the genre of the 
"comedy of love," amor mostly leads to confusions, accusations, quarrels, jealou sy and 
eYen humili ation, yet it is precisel y against this background that one scene stands out, 
heaYih ma rked by the sense of intimacy. 11 Thi s scen e is the duet of Bottom and 
Tirarn a, encircled by the choir of the fairies. Pe aseblosso m and ]V[ustardseed are asked 
ro scratch Bottom' s he ad, "M onsieur" Cobweb should get him the "honey-ba g" or a 
"peck of provender" with "good dry oats" and a "bottle of hay," while music is lulling 
him to sleep (cf. I\ ', 1; 1-44). Bottom may have the head of an ass, yet he desires things 
an old husband does after long years o f marria ge, whatever we suppos e to have 
happ ened between him and Titania earlier. . \nd, again, it is of utmos t significance that 
the single in timate scene of the plav is linked to Bottom, preci sely in hi s tran sfor med-
rranslated version of an ass. 

In line with a philos ophic al reading of the pl ay, I wish to claim th at at least one 
w ;n- 111 which Witt genste in int erpr ets knowledge in his Philosophical lnvest(~at/ow (and, as 
I argued else,vh ere,12 he under stands the need for "tra nscendence " in his TractatJts) has 
a lot to do - as Stanley Cavel! has shown 3·1 - with his recognition of human 
scp,1rnteness as a condition of, and, thereb y, a reaso n for , doing philo sophy . 
I<.nowledge, in the \Vittgen steinian-Cave llian approach , is thought about no t only in 
term s of 'gain' or 'pri vate propert y' but also as a form of ackn owledgement and as the 
,·chicle of an attempt at intimac y. Thi s i$ preci sely one of the most valuable in sights 
\Vhich urges me to try to conn ect \\'it tgcn stein's philo sophy with th e analysis of 
Shak espearean drama. 

If it is true, then , th at a line of interpret ation gains its meaning from the 
amount of trust one invests into it, Bottom appears to tru st his own line o f 
interpretation well enough: he e,·en wants Peter Quince to further "translat e" and 
rnterpret hi s dream in a literary form : "I will get Peter Quince to write a ballad of tl1is 
dr eam: it shall be called 'Bott om' s Dream', becaus e it hath no bot tom" ( IV, 1; 214-
215) . It is only later th at he realise s that in fact he cannot tell what "methou ght I was" 

"' Cf. Brooks, pp. cxxx-cxxxiv. 
11 J owe thi s ob servation to Profe ssor htv,in Gchcr. 
' 2 Gcza Kf1llay, ·''1h e logic of depictmn' and 'the baseless fabric of this vision', . \ Comparative Reading o f 
Wittgens tein's Tn1da/11s awl Shakespeare'> The '/'eJJ(besl' in .'vie.mks. Zeit.rdmftjlir philowphlshe11 Oit-We.11-Dia!og. 1/ 1994, 
pp 125-135. 
',, C f. St,mk v Cave 11, T/,i.,· .\·,·1v) e1 li n,ijJpm1,ha/Jie / l;;1erim. l ..1.·,tt1ros a(kr Emmoll afrer [Vit{gettrlein ·1he 1987 hed erick 
[ves Cuvemer J ,cctures. (.\lbuyurc1uc, '\ ew :--.Jexico: I ,JVing Hatch Pre,s, 1989), pp . 29-75. 
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and "what methought I had" (cf. IV, 1; 206-207). \'\'hen he meets his company again, 
he announces: 

~fosters, I am to disclosure wonders: but ask me not what; for if I tell you, I 
am not true ,\thenian. I will tell you everything, right as it fell out. 

(IY, 2; 28-30) 

Yet when Peter Quince, tl1e slated author of the intended ballad, urges him 
with: "let us hear, sweet Bottom," he only replies: "N ot a word of me" (IV,2;31-32). 
Meaning has already disappeared only to get richer, once again, in the "vacuu m" it ha s 
left behind. Yet Bottom's simultaneous zeal and refusal to tell his tale, and his previou s 
pun on his name (Bottom's dream, which has no bottom ), as well as the application of 
the play's all-encompas sing adjective, sweet, to his own character indicate that he has, 
indeed , become the incarnatiori of one of the most significant principles of A 
Midwmmer Night's Dream: the yoking together of incongruous elements just to discover 
their mutual affinities. Bottom - as it ha s been hinted at above - is both foolish and 
wise (wise in his foolishness and foolish in his wisdom), his pun "combines" - as 
Brooks points out -

the old academic Joke of 11011-sequitur nom enclature, !11ms a 11011 !NCendo, with 
the two opposite s impli ed: no bottom because no foundation, and no bottom 
because un fathomably profouncP ·1 

Thu s the very figure of Bo tto m participates - as Kott has convincingly argued 
- 1n 1'vo tradition s: in Neoplatonic metaphysic s and in the serio ludere of the carnival 
legacy,15 which appear to be irreconcilable only at first sight. The connection, and, 
hence, the communication between the 1'vo is possible throu gh one of the most 
fundamental principles both traditions share: the "above" and the "below, " the "top" 
and the "bottom " correspond to, and mutually test, each other, thereby becoming 
strangely interchan geable. In the Platonic-Plotinian trndition, th e "below'' is jusr a bas e 
and "murk y shadow,"% yet we hav e nothing o the r than that in tl1is world to poin t 
towards the pure and un attainable truth of the perfect eidos "abo ve." In the _,·,,rio /!((/ere of 
the carnival legacy "th e signs and emblems of the bottom are th e earthly probation of 

-1·1 Brook s, p. cxvii. 
i •; Cf. Kott , especially pp 38-41. 
v, Kott, p. 38. 
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the signs and emblems of the top"' 7 and the elevated and noble attributes of the human 
mmd arc exchanged [ ... ] for the bodily functions (with a particular emphasis on the 
"lo\\·er stratum": defecation, urination, copulation, and childbirth). In carnival wisdom 
th e1 are the essence of life; a guarantee of its continuit y.38 

:\o ,vonder, then, that Paul's first letter to the Corinthians is as favourite a 
;:ource for guotations in one system as in the other. For learned Erasmus, for example, 
1r \\·a, ''a praise of folly" and for Rabelais, the author of perhaps the most famous piece 
of carnivalesque literature, Gar;gantua and Pantagrue/, it is the divine authentication of the 
c,sence of carnival rites accordin g to which "the fool is wise and his madness is the 
\nsdom of this world." 39 Here are some of the most popular quotes from Paul's letter 
1 am reading the King James version): 

For it is written, I \Vil! destroy the wisdom of the wise, and will bring to 
nothing the understanding of the prndent. \'(/her e is the wise? where is the 
scribe? where is the disputer of tl1is world? hath not Goel made foolish the 
·wisdom of this world? For aft er that m the wisdom of God the world by wis-
dom knew not God, it pleased God by the foolishnes s of preaching to save 
them that believe. 

(1:19-21) 

But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the v.,-ise; and 
God hath chosen the weak dungs of the world to confound the things which are 
mighty; And base things of the world, and ilii.ngs Yvhich are despised , hatl1 God 
chosen,J' ea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are. 

(1:27-28)40 

So Bottom, who, after hi s awakening, will "peep" with his "own fool's eyes 
tIY, 1; 83) - as Puck puts the matt er - fits in perfectly with both tradition s, \vith and 
\,-ithout the ass-head. The ass is, of course, at the same tim e the symbol of the high and 
low in itself; here, in the context of the "bottom " incarnation of "God's secret s" it is 
enou gh to refer to 1vlatthe1JJ 21:5: "Tell ye the daughter of Sion, Behold, thy King 
cometh unto thee, meek, and sitting upon an ass, and a colt the foal of an ass." 

,: Kott, p. 38. 

'' Kott , p. 39. 
·''' Kott , p . 41. 
4" For the use of mo st of the se qu otations in N eoplatonic and carniv alesc1e texts, and further for these 
traditions see Kott, pp. 40-43. 
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This interchangeability of the high and the low, this merger of opposing - or 
seemingly opposing - qualities may really make one subscribe to Hermia's view, 
expressed not much before Bottom's awakening: "Methinks I see these things with 
parted eye, / \'v'hen everything seems double" (IV, 1; 188-189). Yet, as we have seen, 
the play not only invites us to "seeing double" (the one in the two and the two in the 
one), but it intimates a profound dissatisfaction concerning the human inability to 
perceive and to give voice to "most rare vision"-s. I ·Tere is Bottom again: "I have had a 
dream, past the wit of man to say what my dream was. Man is but an ass if he go about 
to expound this dream" (IV, 1 ;203-206). Here and, as it has been discussed above, in 
the notorious burlesque of Corit1thiat1s, the implication throughout is that perception 
would be impossible, because the experience is beyond human measure, it surpasses 
our lame faculties. And Paul's "original" words quoted above concerning God's turning 
the hierarchy of wisdom and foolishness upside clown purport to make the same point. 
In fact, in Corinthians and elsewhere, Paul goes to great lengths to stress that God has 
upset a traditional system of measurement in favour of the human being: He devised a 
new scale and created counterbalancing devices so that He may be able to pas s 
judgements which are still just, yet not condemning. In Ronums, for instance, Paul puts 
the paradox this way: 

For as by one's man disobedience many were made sinners, so by the obedi -
ence of one shall many be made righteous. Moreover the law entered, that the 
offence might abound. But where sin abounded, grace did much more 
abound: That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so might grace reign 
through righteousness unto eternal life by Jesus Christ our Lord. 

(5:19-21) 

In the context of a comedy of love it is all the more important to emphasise 
that it is God's love which has made Him "cook the books " and "cheat" with his 
scales: "But God commendeth his love toward us, in that, while we were sinners, Christ 
died for us" (Romans 5:8). 

Thus, in Paul's letters and in A Nlidsttmmer 1'-light's Dream, the problems of love 
and of perception are forever tied up with the problem of measurement. Of course, 
surmising an inherent bond between measuring and perception has a long tradition. 
l\ieasurement has only narrowly been defined as the "correlation "'ri.th numbers of 
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entities \Vhich are not numbers" 41 or as "the assignment of numerals to objects or 
events according to rules"42 and it is usually this narrow sense which is meant when we 
talk about "fundamental measurements" like determining weight or length. 43 In the 
broad sense, measurement also includes our everyday - and usually totally unconscious 
- practice of delimitation, comparison and even identification, so when we say, for 
instance, that "this is an ass" or that "he is a bigger fool than she" or, with Bottom, 
that "I have a reasonable good ear in music" (IV, 1; 28), then we are, in fact, also 
performing acts of measurement. Ernest Nagel is right in pointing out that "the 
problem s of measurement merge, at one end, with problems of predication" in general 
- measuring, from this larger point of view, can indeed be defined as "the delimitation 
and fixation of our ideas of thing s."44 Although we need not go as far as Bishop 
Berkeley did and say that esse est percipi, we can readily admit that, in a certain sense, 
perception itself is, always already, measurement. It is all the more interesting to note 
that what is difficult is not only to find the proper category within which one 
perception can be distin guished from another, but also to give voice to what we are 
actually doing when we are measuring, to spell out what measuring actually consists in. 
In his article "On the Theory and Scales qf Lviea.rurement, " S. Stevens relates that "for seven 
,·ears a committee of the British Association for the Advancement of Science debated 
the problem of measurcment." 45 The committee, comprising nineteen mathematicians, 
physicists, psychologists and philosopher s, "was instructed to consider and report upon 
the possibility of 'quantitative estimates of sensory events' - meaning, simpl y: Is it 
possible to measure human sensation?" 4<, The seven years did not prove to be enough, 
the committee had to remam in session for another year, and even in the fmal report of 
1940 one of the members insisted that they should include the following: 

' 1 Ernst Na gel, "Measurem ent" in .\rthur Danto & Sidne y /vlorge.nbesser, eds., Philosopl?J rf Sde!llt. (New York: 
.\lericlian Books Inc., 1960), pp. 121-140 [Origin ally in Erke11t1tt1is, Band II I·Ieft 5, 1932, pp. 313-333], p. 121. 
"2 S. S. Stevens, "On the Th eory of Scales of/l[ easurement" in Dant o and Morgenbe sser pp. 141-149 [Originally 

in Scie11ce, Volume 103, No. 2684, 1946, pp. 23-31]. p. 142. 
,., Cf. Steven s, pp. 142-14 7. 

•• Nagel , p. 121. 
'° Stevens , p . 141. 
• 1• Stevens , p. 141. 
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Any law purporting to express a quantitativ e relation betw een sensation inten-
sity and stimulus intensity is not merely false but is in fact meanin gless unle ss 
and until a meaning can be given to the concept of addition as applied to sen sa-
tion .47 

Th e probl em, of course, is the age-old one of how we go over from the realm 
of quality into the terrain of quantity and vice versa. In our everyd ay life it is usually 
easy for us to cross the border between the two: wh en somebody says, for example, 
that "too much of a good thing can m ake you sick" or, as Lysander puts the matt er, "a 
surfeit of the sweetest things / The deepest loathing to the stomach brings" (II, 2; 136-
137), we perfectl y know what .is meant; the real perpl exity is to tell when, exactly, (after 
which spoonful of ice-cream, after how many sniffs at sweet roses ) we can really say 
that so much good has been harmjul/y too much. And neither do we fare any better when 
we go in the opposite direction and approach quality from quantity: we can, for 
inst ance , readily tell, as the ancient Gre ek "paradox of the heap" goe s,48 th at one grain 
of wheat is not a heap, two grains of wheat are still not a heap ... - yet pmise/y how 
man y grains does it take to feel entitled to appl y the category (the idea, th e quality) of 
"heap" to the grains? It would be absurd to claim that, say, two-thousand-five-
hundred-and-twelv e grain s are a heap while two-thous and-five -hundred-and -eleven are 
not , whereas we feel that ther e must be, or at least should be, an exact line of 
demarcation . 

I think that to raise the issue of measurem ent, in both the bro ad and the 
narrow sense, with respe ct to A Midsummer Night's Dream or to Shakespear ean dram a in 
general is relevant in more th an on e way. Bottom's mon ologu e, investigating the 
bounds of human sens ation and imagin ation , is, indeed one of the mo st famous cruces. 
But we encounter several other instanc es in th e play where a charact er' s m ain conc ern 
is to "categorise," or at least to describe or circumscribe something the prim ary feature 
of which seems precisely to be that it is und efinabl e. In the company of so m any 
"supernatural agents" this is hardl y surprisin g. \Vhen Demetrius, with the love-pot ion 
on his eyes, wakes up and catche s sight of Helena, it takes him a lon g time to find the 
proper similes and mythol ogical parallels to express his feelings: 

.J7 Stevens, p. 141. 
48 Cf. Jonathan Barn es, The Presocratic Philosophers. Volu me I: From Thtt!es to Zeno. Th e Argum ent of the 
Philoso pher s Series. (London : Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979), p . 259. 

20 



F L' ND A '>l E N 'l AL IV[ EA S UR E \l ENT S 

0 Helen, goddess, nymph, perfect, divine! 
To what, my love, shall I compare thine eyne? 
Crystal is mudd y. 0 how ripe in show 
Thr lips, thos e kissing cherries, tempting grow! 

(III, 2; 137-140) 

It is precisely what forever remains unspe akable in love that the 
handicraftsmen mak e, unawar e, most fun of in their performance in The seus' court : 

Pyramus [Bottom] : 0 grim-fook'd night! 0 nzght 1JJith h11e so black! 
0 night, JJJhich ever art when day i.r not! 
0 night, 0 night, alack, alack, alack, 
I ji:ar my Thfrhe '.r pmnm e is forgot. 

(V,1;168-171) 

Here Bottom - as he promised at the first rehearsal - really "move[s] storms" 
and "condole[s] in some measure" (I,2;23). A wall mar separate the lovers all right, yet 
to pinpoint what one feels when one is in love , or to delimit which of the five human 
senses perc eives this or that "stimulus," would really belon g to the "languag es of the 
unsayable. " No wonder that, in the "very tragical mirth" of Pyramus and Thi sbe, 
malapropisms make their reoccurrence again: 

Pyramus [Bottom]: I .1ee a voice; now will I to the ,hink, 
To spy and I mn hear my Thisbe'.1face. 
[. .. ] 
i\1,y soul i.1 in the sky . 
Tongue, lose thy light; 
Moon, take thy flight! 
No u1 die. die, die, die, die. 

(V, I; 190-191, 292-295) 

Yet even the "supernatural agents" point towards problems of categorisation: 
Titania, in explainin g why the weather has been so unusually wet and why "pelting" 
rivers "have overborne th eir contin ents" (II, 1; 91-92), complain s that now "th e quaint 
mazes in the wanton green / For lack of tread are indistinguishable" (II, 1; 91-92), and 
that 

The spring, the summer, 
The chiding autumn, angry ·winter , change 
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Their wonted liveries: and the mazed world, 
By their increase, now knows not which is which. 

(II, 1; 111-114) 

Besides the problem of categorisation and of going to the "edges of language" 
when one is in love, we also have explicit references to proportion and to measun·ng, still 
strictly within the context of love, of course. Helena is especially fond of applying the 
metaphors of measurement to love - Helena, who is undoubtedl y the more reflexive 
and "philosophical" of the two girls, in this respect forming, interestingly enough, a 
pair rather with Lysander than with Demetrius . 

Helena first succinctly formulates the well-known proportion between desire 
and the unattainable features of the object of desire: "O, I am out of breath in this 
fond chase: / The mor e my prayer, the lesser is my grace" (II, 2; 87-88). Later, when 
Lysander pledges the same oaths to her as he did to Hermia, she teaches him an 
elaborate lesson in quantification, demonstrating how equally proportioned qualit ies 
counterbalance, and thus annul each other, how "truth kills truth" (III, 2; 129): 

These vows are J-Iermia's: will you give her o'er? 
Weigh oath ,v:ith oath, and you will nothing weigh: 
Your vows to her and me, put in two scales, 
Will even weigh; and both as light as tales. 

(III, 2; 130-133 ) 

The subtle conn ection she can perceive between quality and quantity with 
respe ct to the transformin g powe r of love has already been quoted in another conte xt: 

And as he (Demetrius] errs, doting on Hermia's eyes, 
So I, admiring of his qualities. 
Things base and vile, holding no quantity, 
Love can transpose to form and dignity: 
I ,ove looks not with the eyes, but with the mind, 
And therefore is wing'd Cupid painted blind; 

(I, 1 ;230-235) 

Harold Brooks glosses holding no quantity as: "bearing no proportion (to what 
they are estimated at by love)." 49 The text is extremely condensed and it is hard to pin 

49 Brooks, p. 18. 
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down what Helena is actually saying. As it has been noted already, perception 
("looking") really seems to be reserved for immediate sensing, i.e. for the "literal," 
"realistic" images one has when one's eyes encounter something as opposed to looking 
through the mental eyes of love, which carry a transforming-translating capability -
love has the "biased look," the eyes the "unbiased" one. Thus love is interpreted as a 
kind of "form of experience" in the Kantian sense, which always already shows a 
quality in this or that way. The occurrence of the word quantity ('proportion') is all the 
more interesting here: Helena's point seems to be that it is precisely the quantifying, 
"proportioning" scale of love which can serve as a kind of mediator between such 
diametrically opposing qualities as "base and vile" and "form and dignity". Shall we say, 
then, that, according to Helena, base and vile on the one hand and form and dignity on the 
other, are basically the same qualities, gaining their difference only in the amount we have 
of them? Would it be possible to distinguish between qualities by referring exclusively 
to quantity? 

These questions may sound less strained if we consider how central a role 
measuring played in Shakespeare's time. In fact, this is precisely the age when the idea 
that measurement can be made exact, pure and unbiased came to the fore . Today, when 
we learn Cartesian geometry in elementary school, it is hard for us to remember that 
"prior to Descartes, geometry was not established on a thoroughgoing numerical 
basis" 51' and that it was at the turn of the 16th - 17th century when it was first seriously 
considered that instead of the Aristotelian, basically qualitative assessment of things, 
another, numerically based, quantitative approach would be possible. Of course, it is 
neither the case that, earlier, numbers had not played, occasionally and unsystematically, 
any role in measurement, nor that the breakthrough, first in astronomy and later in the 
whole of philosophy, happened overnight. The de-velopment of this conception was, 
needless to say, a long and gradual process, and one may draw a line from Copernicus' 
D e Revo!utionibus Orbium Coe!estium (1543), through Descartes' Discourse 011 the lvI.ethod 
(1637) to Newton's Phi!osophiae Natura/is Pn·ncipia ivlathematica (1687)_51 Yet the idea that 
quality would be "translatable" into quantity came into vogue in this period. Several of 
Shakespeare's immediate contemporaries were almost obsessed with the problem of 
measuring, and the last decades of the 16th century and the first ones of the 17th seem 
to be the years when the "battle" between a traditional, qualitative approach and a new, 
mathematically based quantitative value-system was still "in the balance," the "new 

00 Nagel, p. 121. 
01 Cf. E . J Dijksterhuis, Simo11 Stevi11. ScieJJff zi, the Nether/,111ds arotmd 1600. (TI1e 1-lague: l\fartinus Nijhoff, 1970), p. 
1. 
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method" being experimented with, rather than being elevated to the rank of a "matter 
of evidence," the status it has gained after De scartes and Newton . 

One of the most notable forerunners of what Dirk J . Struik calls the "new 
science" 52 was Simon Stevin (1548-1620), native of Brugge in Flanders. Stevin 
combined the theoretical knowledge of the mathematician with the practical interest of 
the engineer and among several elaborate treatises on arithmetic, geometr y, cosmology, 
navigation, fortification, book-keeping, perspectiv e in painting, music, civic life, the 
Dutch language and even on the pressure of the bridle on the mouth of a horse, he 
published three essays specifically on measuring: The El ements ~f the A ,t of Uf 'e{ghing (De 
Beghinse!en der lf:C'ecghco!IJ'i, 1586), The Practice of lf:1/ezghin~~ (De Weeghdaet, annexed to the 
previous work) and The Practice of Measuring (Van de Meetdaet, which appeared only in 
1605, but had been drafted more than twenty years earlier). 53 Stevin's work was noted 
and esteemed in England, too: one of his early publications , De Thiendc (1585), known 
today in English as The Tet1th, or as The Disme, or as The D ime, was translated as early as 
1608 and a new translation and edition was to follow in 1619.54 Yet then the "world of 
science" was relatively small and the "natural philosophers" of the time in The 
Netherlands, in France and in England kept borrowing ideas from one another with 
and \vithout acknowledgement. For example, Stevin's book on navigation, D e 
Hazenvi11di11c~ (1599) was not only translated into English by Edward \Vright in the same 
year under the title The Haz,w Jtt din,g A rt, but Stevin used Plancius' methods, Plancivs 
based his theory on Gemma Frisius' findings, and Frisius was personally known by the 
notorious John Dee, who, besides acting as royal advisor, magician and "international 
impostor," was himself the author of a book on navigation, also serving, at least 
according to Frances Yates, as a model for Shakespeare's Prospero. 55 

;2 Dirk J Struik , The L111d of Stevi11 a11d l1Jtyge11s. A Sket,h o/Sde11,e alld Te,hllol~l!J i11 the Dutd, Rep11Mi d,m,ig the Colden 
Century. (Dordrecht: Reidel Publishing Company, 1981), p. ()]. 
' ·' On these titles and date s see Dirk J. Stmi k, ed., The Pri11,\tal lFrJrk.r qf S,111011 Stcvi11 f 'olullle 11. iVlathe111at1;s. 
(r\msterdam: C. V. Sweets ,mu '.i'.eitlinger, 1958), p. 764, and Dijk stcrhuis, pp 135.136 . \[y information ou 
Stevin comes from the se works and from Stmik , The Lm d of St,:ri11 a11d rlttx~rns. Toda y \ \T wo uld say that , 
roughl y speaking, Stevin's first two essays are 011 statics while the third one is a textbo ok in practical 
geomett y , yet to unproblematically appl y this classification would ind eed be misleadin g and anachr omstic, 
since, as it has been noted, it was precisel y Stevin' s time when such categori es were begrnning to gain th e 
sense in which we use them todav . 
;, Cf. Dijksterhuis, p. 134 and Struik, ed., The Pri11cipal !!Yorks of Simon Stcvi11, Vol. TI, p. 373. 
;s Cf Stmik , The Lo11d of Stevi11 a11d 1-ll!Jgem, pp . 40 -4 1; Dijkstcrhui s, p. 135; Gerald Suster, foh11 Dee: Essential 
Readi1igs. (London: Crucible, 1986), p. 46 and Fnmces ,\. Yate s, The Oau!t Phihsophy zi, the Elizpbdha11 Age (I ,ondon : 
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979), pp . 159-163 . 
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The breakthrough for Stevin was undoubt edly D e Thiende, in the 'Preface' of 
which he says the following: 

Therefore, if any will think that I vaunt myself of my knowled ge, because of 
the explication of these utilities , out of doub t he shows himself to have nei -
ther judgement , understandin g, nor knowledge, to discern simple thing s frorn 
ingenious inventi ons, but he (rather ) seems envious of the common benefit. 
[ ... ] Seeing then that the matter of this Dime [his book] [ ... ] is number, the use 
and effects of which yourselves shall sufficiently witness by your continual 
exper iences, ther efore it were not necessar y to use many words thereof, for 
the a,imloger kno ws that the world is become by comptttatio11 astronomical a para -
dise. [ ... ] And the smv eyor or land -meter is not ignorant of the troublesome 
multiplications of rods, feet, and oftentimes of inches, the one by the other, 
which not only molests, but also often [ ... ] causes erro r, [ ... ] to the discredit of 
landme ter or surveyor, and so for tl1e mone y-masters, merchant s, and each 
one in his bu siness. [ ... ] [f]h1s Dimr, taking away tho se difficultie s [ ... ] teach es 
(to speak in a word) the eas1· performance of all reckonings, computations, 
and accounts without broken numbers, which can happen in man's business, 
in such sort as that the four principles of arithm etic, namely addition, sub-
traction, multipli c:nion, and division, by who le numbers may satisfy these ef-
fects, affording the like facility unto those that use countcrs. 56 

Stevin's style is pompous and tortuous, yet his purpos e is clear: he not only 
wishes to introduce the decimal notat ion and the method of computation without 
fractions but he aim s at the standardisation of "the confused systems of weights and 
measur es o f his day br a s1·stem based on the decimal cfo-ision of one unit ."57 \Vith 
respect to A tvlidsummer J"\-1gb.' '_, Drmm, it seems that on questi ons of mea sur ement 
Stevin would rather side with Helena 's suggestions tlun with th e ones Bottom alludes 
to, vet the larger phil osop hical implic ations of Stevin' s efforts, expounded to th e full in 
the 17th cen tur y, are e\·en more sign ificant. In Ste, -in' s 'Prefac e' we may witnes s the 
germ of the idea that ''n'.ltur al philo sophy" should work out a single "univ ersa l 
method " to the ben efit of the \\·hole of mankind. The method should be simpl e, so 
that everyone might ea, ih learn and handle it and would have the invaluable and 
unsnrpassable merit of sen-ing as a foundation by reference to which all thin gs could 
be under sto od, explain ed and knm\ ·n . ;\Jo wonder that the most likely candidate to take 

;,, :Stmik, ed., The Pri11cipal IFijrk..-/S ,r;,,11 S:a'i11, \' ol. II, pp. 391-397. 
;· Srruik, ed., The Pri11cipal J/"r,rk..-r,: S,,,,,,,,: S.':1'!11. \'o l. II, p. 383. 
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the role of the backbone of such a method was number: "numbers" - as Nagel points 
out-

make possible a refinement of analysis without loss of clarity and their emo-
tionally neutral character permits a symbolic rendering of invariant relations in 
a manifold of chan ging tJualities.58 

Stevin was far less interested in the metaphysical underpinnings of his scientific 
investi gations than Descartes. Th e Flemish scientist mostl y empha sised the practical 
blessings of a simple and over -arching method which could be applied to various areas 
hitherto handled as separate and thus considered to be unrelated. JJo,vev er, it seem s to 
be obvious that the desire for a "universal me thod " was concci, ·ed som ewhere in the 
everyda y practice of mea surement - it was precisely because of his practical interests, 
leadin g to easily demonstrable, immediately assessable and convincing result~ that 
Stevi.n's work was taken up , ultimately contributing to a philo sophy which wishes to 
account for all phenomena in the world by referring to a single, basic principle and 
,vhich, as a corollary of this endea vour, believes itself to be in a po sition to talk about 
the "true" or "real" gualities of things. :\s Nagel puts it: 

It is gen erally only after numerical mea surement s have been established and 
standardised that references to the " real" properti es of th111gs begin to appear: 
tho se properties, that is, which appear in circumst ance allowing for i11ost fe-
licit)1 in their measurcm ent. 5'J 

However, as it was noted above, Shak espeare's time was the penod ind eed 
when the gualitative approach to the world and the quantitative method were still 
genuin e alternatives. Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592), a senior of Stevin 's onl y by 
fifteen years, was no less occupied with the question whether a universal theor y of 
things was pos sible than his Flemish contemporary. And Montaigne, too, asked if 
human sensation and knowled ge would ever be capable of giving an adequat e account 
of the diverse phenomena that surround us, while he was also paying special attention 
to how human measures compare to the wisdom of God. In the late 1570-ies, just a 
few years before Stevin drafted his first works on measuring, he put down the 
following in his most famous essa:.·, Thi: Apolo._g)'jrir Rc1:ymomi Sebo11d: 

' 8 Nagd , p 122. 
,9 Nagel, p. 122. 
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Bur they [= the phil oso ph ers] are funny when, to give some certauit y to the 
laws, they say that th ere are some ,vhich are firm, p erpetual, and immutable, 
which the y call nan1ral, which arc imprint ed on the human race by the condi-
tion of their ver y bein g. [ ... ] NDw th e only likely sign by which they can argue 
certain laws to be natural is univ ersality of approval. Fo r what n ature had trul y 
ordered for us we would withonr doubt follow by common con sent . [ ... ) Let 
them show me just one law of that sort - I'd like to see it_Gll 

This subj ec t [truth] has brought m e to the consideration of the senses, in 
which lies the greatest foundati on and p roo f of our ignorance . [ ... ] To jud ge 
rhe appearanc es that we rece ive of object s, we would n eed a judic ator y in-
strument; to verify this in strument, we need a dem onstration; to ver ify the 
dem on strati on an m stnun cnt: rhere we are in a circlc .61 

T his arrogance o f tty ing to discm-er G od with our eyes made a great m an of 
o ur religion jTert ullian] giYe th e dcin- bodil y form . . \nd it is th e cause of what 
happ ens to us every day, to attnbute e,Tnts of importance, by particular as-
signm ent, to G o d. Beca use the v weigh with us, it seem s as thou gh t11ey weigh 
with him also.[ ... ] [Some philos op hers] say that as th e souls of the gods, with-
out tongu e, without ncs, without ears, haYe each a feeling of what the o ther 
feels,[ ... ] so the souls of m en, wh en thev are free and released from the b ody 
by sleep or some tran ce [ ... ] sec thin gs th at they could no t see when min gled 
with the body. 'l\ len ,' san Saint Paul , 'profes sing th em selves to be wis e, be-
came fools and chan ged the glo ry o f th e incorruptible G od into an im age 
mad e like to corruptible man' . j ... ] .\nd [see ing] thi s divine st ructure of the 
heave nly palac e that we see, do we not have to belie ve that it is the abod e of 
som e ma ster worthier th an we arc? I sn ' t the high est ahvm·s the worthi es t? 
, \nd we are pla ceJ at the bottom. 1•1 

" ,,\nd we are placed ar the bottom ": this is one of th e sentences - besid es the 
well-kn ow n "\,/hat do T know?" - that could sum up, by way of a conclusi on, the 
central mes sage o f l\fontaigne 's essay (his, if th e pun can be allowed, po sition ). 
:\fontai gne, becau se he wrote ess ays 111stc ad of scientific treati ses, is seldom taken 

''" T\lichcl de ,vlontaign e, The Co111plete Es.,tfp o/,Wo1ilu{'l/le. Translated by Donald i\J. Fram e. (St,mforcl: Stanford 
University Pre ss, 1965), p. 437. 
1" Montaigne, p. 443 and p. 454. 
r,z T\[ontai gne, pp. 394-395. 
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seriou sly as a philosoph er/•3 yet amidst his numerou s references to antique authors and 
poetic metaphors, we have to appr eciate th e detailed reaso nin g, too: senses are 
unreliabl e and therefor e no knowledge with certainty is possible, the lack of universal 
consent falsifies the claim that there are indubitable propositions, and thus it is vain to 
think th at we can go beyond indi vidu al "measurements" and to h op e for a uniform 
asse ssment of either the world or o f God. The implication is this, as I int erpret 
Mont aigne: quality will forever rem ain bound to the uniquene ss of the individu al and 
there is no way in which one could "translate" it, with the help of a "c ommon 
denomin ator" into qu antity. Therefor e, for Montaigne the use of philos op hy is 
primaril y in reminding us of our "facticity," our existential position , and in making us 
acknowledge th at it is faith :md faith alone which may bring us closer to God. In fact, it 
was the dangerous implications of thi s "fideism" and the Pyrrhoni an scepticism revived 
by Mont aigne which served as one of the greatest challen ges also for Descartes. 
Descar tes did try to show, as I\lontaigne demand ed, at leas t "on e law of th at (uni versa l) 
sort," a firmly tru e and metaph ysically certain one: "C ogito ergo sum ," on th e ba sis of 
which, in turn, the pro of of the existence of God and of the world could be provided. 
Our discussion has taken us back to Descartes' overheated chamb er, where, h e claims, 
he first had his famou s three dreams leading him later to his "universal meth od."64 Yet 
this is not the time to usher Montaigne into this chamber; her e m y principal aim was to 
indicate some of the points Montaigne would agree on with Bottom rather th an \Vith 
Helen a. I do not wish to suggest any direct influ ence of Montaigne or Stevi.n on 
Shakesp eare, and th e great likelih oo d that Shak espe are read Montaigne does not 
conc ern me here, eitl1er.65 It might sound bizarr e that I comp are the ideas o f some 
philo soph ers with th e notions of some chara cters in a dram a. Yet I believe that 
Shak espeare did m ake, in hi s own \Vay, some contribution to the probl em of 
measurement. So let me recall her e for a moment the opening scenes of Lvlacbeth, where 
we may witness an initial conflict between the quantit ative and qu alitative appro ach. 

O ld King Duncan and hi s company tend to con ceive o f the ,vorld in terms of 
an equilibrium, where the report s reaching the King about the battle already feanire a 

'' 1 ( )n this problem see espec ially Stephen Tcrnlmin, Cnsmopuh. The [ liddc!! Agc11dt1 of Afodemity. (Chicago: "l11c 
University of Chicago Press, 1992), pp . 36 42 . 
<,1 Cf. c;cza Kallay, "To be or not to be' and 'Cogito ergo srnn'": Shakespe,u·c's I !t1mlet against a Ca.rtesim1 
Background " in The A11a,hrrmi.rt 1996, Eels, .·\ gnes Peter , et al.. (Budapest: Departm ent of E nglish Studies, Schoo l 
of Engli sh and ,\rnericm1 Studies, EL1T. ). 
1'' On i\lont ,1ignc's pos sible influence on Shakespeare th e best treatment I know is Robert E llrod !, "Self 
Con sciousness in J\JOntaigne and Shakespeare". In Shakespemr S11n1e,v 28, (1975), pp . 37-50. 
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quantitatively balanced duality. In this balance of the scales, doubt makes its appearance 
with a double force, and gets counterbalanced by the twice multiplied efforts of the two 
noble warriors, Macbeth and Banquo. Duncan believes that the vacuum created by the 
disappe arance of one kind of a thin g can be totally filled by the opposite which takes its 
place. By contrast, the Weird Sisters imply that quality is a matter of perspective, that 
mutually exclusive categories necessarily entail each other . Their paradoxes suggested 
that qualities are present not in what they are but in what they, through their opposites, 
are not; the witches were saying that qualities are present in their antithetical absence 
rather than in their presence. This, somewhat to continue the Bottom -type blasphemy, 
does not seem to be too far from Paul 's above quoted insight that "base things of the 
world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, 
to bring to nought things that are" (1 Corinthiam 1 :28) and from Botton1's "vision " that 
it is in unsayable and inexplicable love as intimacy and even perh aps as violence that the 
penetration into fooli shness as \visdom and to \Visdo m as foolishness is possible. 

In Ki11g Lear - to give another example with a play which has alread y been 
alluded to - traged y seems preci sely to arise when Lear tries to trade quantifiable, 
measurable (countable and accountable) goods (plots of land on the map) for the 
dialecti cs, the qualitative disproportionateness and unbalanced tension of such human 
feelings as a daughter 's love toward s her father. Shakespeare's perception of the tragic 
as inherentl y bound up with the untran slatabilit y of quality into quantity starts perhaps 
as early as The 1vl.ercha11t o/ Venice, which, according to Istvan Geher's brilliant 
argum ent, 66 marks, in a certain way, the "discovery" of the tragic in the oeuvre . Here 
Shake speare no longer anchors ba sic conflict or loss in the enigma of adole scen t love 
and chances, as in Romeo and Juliet; in Shylock's story he rather measures, on the ~cale of 
busin ess men and creditor s (the "money-masters and merchant s," as Stevin would put 
it) the weight of the human heart as love and - to make it even more "fundamental " -
as throbbing flesh, with the conclusion that the more Portia is cruel and merciless in 
the nam e of justice and the more she humiliates "the Jew," th e greater and the more 
dignifi ed he becom es. In fact there is a straight line from A lvlidsummer Night's Dream 
through The Nfenhant qf Ve11ice, M easure for 1vl.eas11re, King Lear and Macbeth to The J.f;'inter's 
Tale along which we may trace Shakesp eare's insights into the intricacies of mea suring, 
prop or tion, exchange, quantity and qualitv. i\t the end of this essay, however, by way of 
a conclusion , we should rather inquire into " fundamental measurements" in the 
prim arily comic context provided by Bottom and by the text s he has invoked. 

'''' Cf l stv:in Gcher, ShakeJpeare-oh1'1rokii1!yv. T11kiirkipii11k 37 dambh""· [Reading Shakespeare. The ;'vlirror I Ield Up 
To Us in 37 Pieces.] (Budapest: Csercpfalvi& Szcpirodalmi, 1991), pp. 277- 287. 
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One way to int erpr et fundamental measurem ents is how Helena, Stevin and 
we, in our everyday practic e, often do: to suppose that we have the adequate means to 
perceive and to nurn.erically assess the world, while also assuming that even love, which 
can indeed transform opposing qualities into each other, looks through the mind or 
reas on and not the heart. Th e other way is how Bottom and i\fontaigne, with 
acknow ledge d indebt edness to Paul, go at the matter: they say, and even incarnat e, that 
we are, "p laced at the bottom" and while they insist on the impossibility of tran slating 
quality into quantity and on the bankruptcy of hum an sensatio n , they also impl y th at it 
is some kind of love that may transcend and translate the human being. This lov e also 
results in knowledge yet the standard of the scale here is my beil~g - and, most 
importantly, it is not )})hat and hotv m11d1 I knoiv that counts but how Jam k1101JJn, as \vell 
as the degree of my acquaint anc e and intimacy \v:ith th e things I may sense both inside 
and outs ide the theatre. Hence also the significance of the single truly intimate scene of 
the play featuring Titania and the ass-headed Bott om. Thus, through intimac y, in 
Bottom's, i\fon taigne' s and Paul's case, me asurem ents become fundan1ental not in the 
sen~c of "s imple· ' or "w1iversal " but in the sen se of "most import ant," pertaining to 
the "botto m " of our being. 

If it is rrue th at it is Bottom 's manifold and "polysemous" figure that translate s 
and 111carnates the standard against which everything else in the play is measured, then 
it is also in his transfi guration tlut we should look for a clue to answer one of our 
initial questions, namcl~,: how far may ,ve go with th e interpretation of a text ,vith out 
the feeling of "distortion"? It seems to me that ali di stor6ons are permitted, provid ed 
one simultaneouslv embodi es the text: there is no limit to the licensing of translatio ns if 
we ,tlso allow ourselves to be translated. 

\"Jve will, fore ver, take out 011r mea sur ing rod s and scales and trust our senses. 
i\ncl we will, forever, acknowledge that our perception is inadequate and that 
measuring is not in our hand s. Ye t shou ld we not sometimes also become Christ ' s 1usc:.,· 
to bring him, at least, to Jeru salem) 
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Gabor Ittzes 

Laudare Necesse Est 

Shakespeare's Julius Caesar and a Theology of Praise 

The claim that Shakespeare's .fu!t11.r Cae . .-ar is profoundly, though by no means 
exclusively, concerned with praise is a claim that hardly needs much argument to be 
accepte d. As a Roman play, it draws attention to the rich rhetorical tradition of praise 
in Classical I\ntiqum ·, beginning, in a sense, with i\ri stotle but also flour ishin g in 
Cicero 's Latin oratory; as an E lizabe th an play, it invites us to turn to the Renaissance 
appr opr iation of the Classical heritage or, to give the sixtee nth cen tury its due, to th e 
literature on praise in the century after tl1e Reformation . Muc h can be and has been 
said on th ese heads, 1 but I do not wish to take either of these obv ious path s. Instead, I 
choo se a different, ;_md perhap s much more limit ed, approach as suggest ed by the 
subtitle of this pape r. 

Brutus ' legitimisation of killing Caesa r largely dep ends on his linguistic 
transformation of the murder into sacr ifice. The controv ersy over the sacri ficial 
interpretation of Caesar's assassination is central to the power str uggle between Bn1tus 
and An ton y. Further, there is mu ch non -ver bal ( cerem oni al, ritual, cul tic) praise 
expr esse d and even expected in ]11/ius Caesar. The play begins on this note, with the 
tribunes "disrob[ing] the images . .. dec ked with ceremonies," 2 and a lon g list could be 

1 See, e.g., Andr:is Ki:;cn-. "The Rhe toric o f \Vound s: Per suasion in Juli11s Caesar' in 1\ gnes Peter er al., ed s., 
The A11achronist, 1995: / 1 Co!/.:ctio11 ol Po,bm. (Bud apest Eotvii s Lorant! University, 1995) pp. 28-59. and 
Krys tyna Kuiawinska -Courmcy, "]11/im Cae.rar. Tw o Visinn s of the Past" in 'Th' l!lterpretatio11 of the Time''.· The 
Dm 111a!t1rgy o/Shake.,puar,'.r Ro111a11 Plq,-, (Victoria, BC: University of Vict oria, 1993) pp. 26-58. 
2 \Villiam Shakespear e, Julius Caesa,; ed. Marv111 Spe vack (Camb ridge, etc. : Cambri dge Univer sity Pre ss, 
1988) I.i.63-64. 
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drawn up till the closing lines of the play in which Antony's verbal praise of Brutus is 
answered to by Octavius' promise of ritual praise. 3 The ritual praise expressed and the 
sacrificial language used in the play suggest a new context for praise; it is further 
supported by Caesar's di,Tinization. \Xlhile the "republicans" offer Caesar as a sacrifice 
to the gods for the sake of Rome, he himself becomes a god. W'hat I propose is, first, 
an analysis of praise 111 Julius Caesar in light of par excellence religious views, invoked at 
least indirectly by the play, of the same topic; and secondly, an interpretation of 
Caesar's divinization in the same light. 

The religious matrix within which I situate the play is Christianity. The choice 
is to some extent arbitrary, but it was in this cultural-religious milieu that the play was 
born. Further, it is not merely on extratextual grounds that the choice can be argued. I 
will show that Shakespeare placed subtle but clear pointers to the Christian context 
provided by the age. Or more precisely, Julius Caesar may not be a Christian play, but 
Christianity is not simply the cultural-religious context in which it was written, but it also 
penetrates into the play's text/ure. I ,viii, accordingly, look at (chiefly Protestant) 
theological considerations about the nature and characteristics of praise in the shorter 
first part of my paper. In the more substantial second part I shall read Shakespeare's 
Julius Caesar and bring observations from the first part to bear on it. 

I 

Great art Thou, 0 Lord, and greatly to be praised [Ps 145:3]; great is Thy 
power, and of Thy wisdom there is no end [Ps 147:5]. And man, being a part 
of Thy creation, desires to praise Thee .... Thou movest us to delight in 
praising Thee; for Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are 
restless till they find rest in Thee 4 

Augustine's magnificent opening passage of the Conjessiol!s is one of the most 
famous Christian texts on the praise of God. These lines are, in fact, a commentary on 
the Psalms, the primary scriptural texts of praise. Augustine begins !Jy stating, as it 

3 To be precise, Octavius promises a funeral with military honours (V.v.68-81). For an insightful discussion 
of ritual in the play, see Brents Stirling, "Ritual in ]tt!im Ctesat1' in Peter Ure, ed., S hake,peare, '.7tt!i11.r Caesar'.· 
A Casebook (London: Macmillan, 1969) pp. 160-71. 
4 Aurelius Augustine, Co11fessiom, transl. J. G. Pinkerton, ed. Pbilip Schaff (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. 
Eerdmans, 1974) I.i.1. 
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were, his set of axioms, which are the fundamental Christian tenets: man is God's 
creation and as such desir es to praise his creator. But these lines can be read in at least 
two ways. They can be read descriptively (having a "formal" or "phenomenological" 
sense, saying what tJ) and they can be read normatively (saying what ought to he). 

Read as a description, Augustinc's text states at least two of the basic 
postulates of Christian theological anthropology, viz., that all humans, including those 
who deny it, arc both created by and in need of God. The point is certainly made from 
within the faith circle, and thus derives from a serious commitment to a complex set of 
values and norms, but for those who share that commitment, the applicability and 
validity of the postulates go well beyond the circle within which they are accepted. 
Later theologians have formulated the same point in different ways. Right at the 
beginning of his La1;ge Catechfrm, interpreting the first commandment of the Decalogue, 
Luther defines god as "that to which we look for all good and where we resort for help 
in every time of need; to hav e a god is simply to trust and believe in one with our 
whole heart. ... I say, whate Yer your heart clings to and confides in, that is really your 
God ." 5 Paul Tillich's u!t11J1ate concern, to c1uote a twentieth-centur y theologian, is a 
similarly formal interpretation of the first commandment: god is the con.tent (whatever 
it happens to be in actual fact) of one' s ultimate concern .<• The desire to praise, on this 
view, is a consequence of the createdness of human beings and an expression of their 
(perhaps unrecognised and / or unacknowledged) need of God. And as Christians 
believe that we are all created by God and in need of him,7 we all desire to praise God. 
It is not of our choosing, 1t depends solely on God. In Augustine's words, each one of 
us, simply by "being a part o f [G od's] creation, desires to praise" him, and God 
"m oves us to delight in praisin g" h1m.8 Praise is thus not optional; it is a necessity: we 
must prai se. That is what I m ean by the tortured Latin phrase of the title, "laudare 
neces sc est." 

On a normative Chri stian reacting, however , th ere is onl y one true God who 
should be acknowledged as such. Prai se is due to the tran scendent source of life, God 

5 l'vfartin Luther, Lm:ge Catechism (15::!9) transl. John N. Lenker (Minn eapolis: Lu ther, 1908) Pt. 1, par. 1. 
6 Paul Tillich, 5_yste111atic Th,:ologr (3 vols., Chicago: University of Chicag o Press, 1951-65) Vol. I, p. 11. For a 
sust ained discussion, see "The Reality-of Go el" (Part Il.ll ), esp. Vol. 1, pp . 211-34. 
7 I choo se the politically incorre ct masculine pronoun to avoid clum siness and awkwardness caused by the 
use o f God at every turn , fully aware that male G od-language is metaphori cal. 
8 Augustine l.i .1. 
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the Creato r.9 Indeed, divine praise (in the objective and not the subje ctive sense of the 
adjectiva l phrase) is only due to this God, for such praise is the acknowledgement of 
creatureliness and the goodness of being (primarily ove r against non-being and only 
secondari ly, if at all, meaning any given qualiry of a specific existence) . In other words, 
what is acknow ledged is not that my life is a good life according to some standard of 
life qualit y but that it is a life and therefore good; it is, so to speak a good ontological 
status because it makes communio n with God po ssible . Or put simp ly, it is better to be 
than not to be. Bec ause we are always already created and because life (the good 
onto logical status) is always already bestowed upon us , praise is always already due, and 
it can always only be a respons e.10 Respome I said because it is important to notice that, 
in the Chris tian scheme of things, human behaviou r is always already a response , for it 
is always preceded by God's action. That underscores the necessity of praise. 

Christian doct rme has it, however, that although the Fa ll did not alter the basic 
structure of the universe (the roles of creator and creature remained intact) , it altered 
the human perception of it (\\'e no longer see clearly in terms of those roles ). \Ve still 
need a god - our heans are still restless, we still orient our lives according to some 
supreme Yalue, we are still ultimatel y concerned - but we no longer recognise and 
choose the true God, the one and on ly Creator. (In fact, we do not reco gnise him , 
Christian theology holds, until he reveals himself, and cann ot choose him until he 
chooses us.) 11 The fact of our crea tedness is not changed by our denial of it, bu t the 
acknowledgement of anything less (other is always less) than the true God as creator is 
blasphemy. Phenomen ologically, humans cannot help being creatures and orientin g 
their lives to some ultimate point of reference, but, normatively, they should only 
recognise God as the source of their creatureliness and as the content of their ultimate 

9 Surd}', prai se is due to each per so n of the T rinity, includi ng God rhe R<.Cdecme1· (Jesus Christ ) and God 
the Sanct ifin and / or Sustainer (I Joly Spirit), but the spec ificallv trin imrian form of Christian pra ise need 
nor concer n us he.re. (No t to lnc11tio n that ;i po sition exciusivdy assoc iating the first Person of tbe 'frinil } 

with the creation would be unten;ible. ) 
111 The great literarv example of tl1is perfect human beh,ffiour, rendering praise as due and a resp onse in the 
firsr instance, is J'vlilton's prelapsarian Adam in Pumdire Loil. I Iis first speech upon his creation begins with 
the question "how came I thus, how here;" which he immedi ately m1swers for himself, reco gnising his 
finitude , acknow ledging the goodness of being, and praisin g its source, the Creator: "Nor of myself ; by 
some grea t Maker then, / ln goodness and in power preeminent ; / Tell me, how may I know him, how 
adore, / horn whom I have that thu, 1 moYe and live, / 1\nd feel happier than l know" (Paradirc LoJt: A11 
Authoritative Text, Back[~rou11ds a11d So11m:s Criticiw,, ed. Scott Elledge [New York and London : \X/. \'I/ . 
Norto n, 197 5] VIII.2 77-82). 
11 Cf. _lohn 6:65, Romans 5:8, 9:16, etc. 
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concern. \X/orshipping anything but God is idolatry although one cannot help 
worshipping something. Praise, to repeat, is not optional. 

I want to suggest that inasmuch as Christian theological anthropology is right 
in its assessment of the human situation, or, more precisely, in the assessment of 
humans' primary duty of praising God, all other forms of praise may be seen derivative 
from this always already given duty of divine praise. Or to put it the other way round, 
the archetypal form of praise is that of the divine, and all other forms arc modelled on 
that. Modelled, that is, not servilely repeated. tfodelling should here perhaps be best 
understood in the sense of analogy. And the norrn of analogy, I ,vish to suggest, is the 
relationship between the two great commandments: "Love the Lord your God with all 
vour heart and with all your soul and with all your mind .... Love your neighbour as 
yourself' (Matthew 22:37,39). 12 Or again, the highestjimn of praise is the praise of the 
divine, but it is perverted (idolatrous) if not in fact aclclrcssccl to Goel. It is in light of 
these insights that I will examine my chosen text. Before turning to it, however, I want 
briefly to consider the nature of true cfa-ine praise, but for the sake of conciseness I 
shall limit my observations to the Protestant theological tradition. 

The technical term for the praise of God in Christian theology is doxology. 1' 

In Protestant theology, it is discussed ,vithin systematics. Drawing on relevant modern 
literature, I want to make two basic points. The first may be called ontological. In his 
discussion of doxology, Edmund Schlink presses the other side of the same coin I 
introduced above as the currency of this paper. Praise of Goel, I have said, is the 
acknowledgement of creatureliness and the goodness of being. "Doxology," Schlink 
says, "is basically concerned with praising and acknowledging the divine reality .... [It] 
is the reflection of the eternal divine majesty in human praise."l4 W11ereas I put the 
emphasis on human limitation, Schlink stresses divine infinitude. W11creas I put the 
emphasis on JVhat follows from the recognition of the transcendent source of life, 
Schlink stresses ho2v human finitude and the goodness of being are acknowledged. 15 

12 I am not prepared to transform that simply mto 'praise the Loni your God with all your heart ... and 
praise your neighbour as voursclf,' yet I think that the self mdeed sets a limlt to the praising of the other. 
Pursuing this question would, ne,,ertheless, lead far beyond the scope of this paper. 
n Various (e.g., liturgiological, dogmat!C, form critical etc.) definitions of the term are possible. I simply use 
it as a synonym for the 'praise of (]od' (or 'divme praise' as I called it abcwe). 
14 Edmund Schlink, The Colllzli,~ O,rist a11d the Comi,zg Chtmh, transl. G. Overlach et al. (l'luladelphia: 
Fortress, 1968) p. 19. 
15 I am here showing the correspondence between Schlink's formulation and my own, and arguing their 
equivalence. 1-Iowever, in a properly and strictly theological treatment of the subject, I think my approach 
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Doxology is oriented toward s the divine. So much so, argues Schlink, that the first and 
second person formulae yield to third person formulae. "T he basic form of dox ology is 
not, 'God, I prai se Thee', but 'Let God be praised'. It is not 'God, I glorify Th ee', but 
'God is gloriou s' . ... God Him self is the one and only subject in doxolog y."l (, 

This has two implication s. First, doxology goe s beyon d an 'economi c' view 
(God' s relatio n to the world; reflection on his actions) to an 'immanent' view of God 
(God in himself ; a reflecti on on his essence). Secon d, and mor e significant from our 
present point of view, in this reflection upon Go d's essence the prai sing self completel y 
disappear s. In doxology "th e worshipper brin gs himself, his words and th e con sisten cy 
o f his thou ght as a sacrifice of pr aise to G od ." 17 "The 'I' is sacrificed in dox ology. Thu s 
doxol ogy is always a sacrifice of pr aisc."18 Th e prai sing subject , then , disappear s in the 
act of prai se, yet, Christians would argue, it attains its tru e iden tity by bein g completel y 
overwhelm ed by, and thus findin g union with, God . 

My second point is epistem ological. Wolfl1art Pannenb erg takes up his 
teach er 's suggestion and investigates further Schlink's underst anding of doxo logy as th e 
sacrifice of self in prai se. Comparing doxolo gy with analogy, he argues that all language 
about G od has a basic doxo logical charact er. Analogy wou ld kn ow the unknm .vn 
through the known. H owev er, G od is ultimat ely beyond our com pr ehension , and wh en 
words are appli ed to him , their "co ncept ual univocity" is sacrificed in prai se together 
with the self.19 Analogical language, despite its claim, fails to pro vide a means of access 
to God's essence becau se it mist akenly presupposes that not only "language about God 
but Go d himself .[is] analogous to the wo rld of human exper ience." 20 In doxology, by 
contra st , God is prais ed, on the basis of his actions, for \vho he is in him self. Thus 
dox ology goes right to the essence o f God, but by intention it does not want to 'deriv e 
information' about th e Godhead. However, perceiving something as an act of Go d (on 

to do xo logy with its emph asis on the hum an side, with the simultaneous emphasis that this is always already 
a resp onse , has much to recommend it. 1\n exclusive emphasis on th e Banhian 'wholly o ther' God seems to 

lead to difficultie s in theol ogical con stru ction. 
1 C, Schlink p. 22. 
17 Schlin k p. 42. 
1 K Schlink p. 22. Incidentall y, it is in this sense that worship and praise can be seen as types of life eterna l (a 
favourite Christian image). Jn both cases, the re is (complete) un ity between divine anJ hu man, God is all in 
all (cf 1 Cor 15:28). 
19 \Xfolfhart Pannenberg, ",'\n alogy and Doxol ogy" in Basic Qtto!iolli ill Thco!o!!J': (.'o!leded Ess,!ys, tran sl. 
G eorge H. Kehm (3 vo ls., Vol. 1., Philadelphia: l"orrress, 1970; Vols. 2 & 3, London: SCiv1, 1971-73) Vol. 1, 
p. 216. 
20 Pannen berg p. 223. 
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the basis of which God is praised) itself presupposes a notion of God acting in the 
world. This circularity cannot be broken, but it can be grounded in God's self-
revehtion. 21 Thus "adoring speech about God himself which is contained in doxology 
always points ahead to God's revelation." 22 It is in and through this revelation that 
God validates, by making it his own, by giving it its "ultimately valid content," 23 the 
language used to praise him. The attitude of doxology "is alone appropriate for a 
legitimate knowledge of God." 24 The praising subject acquires right knowledge of God 
and self, the t\vo are closely interconnected, in doxology. 

The issues raised in this section (the necessity of praise, the problem of its 
appropriate object, the nature and language of doxology and its relation to the praise of 
the other, the ontological and epistemological significance of praise) will also be of 
major concern in the following reading of Julius Caesar, to which I shall now turn. 

II 

Caesar is the primary object of praise in Shakespeare's play, or rather, he 1s the primary 
object of debate over praise. How much praise is due to him? - But Caesar is also 
noteworthy as a subject of praise. He customarily, though not exclusively, refers to 
himself in the third person singular, calling himself by his name Caesar. 25 That this has 
a peculiar ring in modern ears, and in this respect Shakespeare 's original audience was 
already modern, is due in large part to the fact that the name Caesar is not just like any 
other name. All Roman emperors kept the name as a title after Juliu s Caesar: the name 
became a title. Audiences of Julius Caesar cannot help catching that overtone whenever 
the name is uttered. In fact, the play itself calls attention to this quite early throu gh 
Cassius' meditative comparison of Brutus' name with Caesar's (I.ii.142-47). The very 
utterance of Caesar's name is praise. But, quite apart from the actual meaning of the 
name , Caesar's third person reference to him self by name has a formal structure we 
may call, in light of the foregoing argument, doxological. Caesar's 'I' is offered up to 
Caesar . Thus tl1e self is sacrificed , paradoxicall y, in praise of the same self. Further, his 

21 Surely, this groun ding itself is circular inasmuch as seeing Jesus of Nazareth as its ultimate locus is only 
possible throu gh the eye of faith. The theological/hermeneutic circle is unav oidable, but the hist or icity and 
givenness of Jesus provid es at least a grounding. 
22 l'annenberg p. 236. 
23 Pannenberg p. 237. 
24 Pannenbcrg p. 225. 
25 11.ii.10, 12, 28-29, 42, 44-45, 48, 65 , 68, 112; to List the references from one scene only. 
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identity (or self-identification, at any rate) exhibits a similarly self-referential character. 
"I rath er tell thee what is to be feared / Than what I fear: for always I am Caesar" 
(I.ii.211-12). This is surely not an ordinary self-introduction. It is almost entirely beside 
the point to assert that such a gesture would make no dramaturgical sense. That is true 
enough, 2r, but the relevant thing to notice is that the linguistic form of the utterance 
precludes the interpretation of introduction. The temporal adverb (a!W{!J'S) is redundant 
unless its function is emphatically to introduce the element of constancy, underscoring 
the self-sufficiency of the subject. Second, the identification app ears in a .for-clause of 
reason. \X.1hatever the preceding clause claims (and it is of secondary importance that it 
happen s to make the high claim o f fearlessness), its truth derives from the self's 
unshakeable identity. Caesar 's "for always I am Caesar" is akin to the divine tautolog y 
of Exodus 3:14, "God said to Mose~, 'I am who I am"' (NTV). 

Similarly self-referential is Caesar's explanation why he will nol come to the 
Senate meeting. "The cause is in my will. I will not come: / That is enough to satisfy 
the Senate" (II.ii.71-72). Apparently, there is no cause external to himself that could 
move, or in this particular case stay, him . It must be added, however, that Caesar goes 
on to say, "But for your private satisfaction, / Because I love you, I will let you know: / 
Calpurnia here, my wife, stays me home" (73-75, italics mine). There is a disjunction 
between public and private (another important theme of the play), but that con flicts 
with Caesar's project ed image of him self as divine (superhuman), predica ted on 
constancy. Indeed, this 'lapse' into the private proves fatal for Caesar: De cius can 
reinterpret Calpurnia's dream, shake Caesar's resolve and flatter him, with the offer of 
impending coronation. into attencling the meetin g of the Senate where he is slain. 
Caesar's last utterance is a self-addres s in the characteristic third person form, carefully 
placing the vo cati, ,e at the end, "T hen fall, Caesar!" (III.i. 77).27 Caesar's last wor d is 
himself. 

2r, The lines occ ur toward s the end of a seventeen -line spccch which is addre ssed to i\ntonr and is itsd f in 
the middl e of a dlalogue. 
27 Cae sar's self-image of imm ova bility (the unmoved mover , another subtle clalm for divinity on Cacs ar's 
part, and perhaps a point er to Chris tianit y on Shakespe are' s) is very dear to him: "[ could be well moved, if 
I were as you; / If l could pra v to mo ve, pra yers would move m e. / But I ;,m co nstant as the northern s tar 
... Yet in the number I do kn ow one / Tlrnt una ssailable hold s on his rank, / Unshaked of mot ion, and that 
I am he/ Let me a littl e show it" (III.i.58 -7 1). [Tis dying com mand to hims elf may be a last 01eroic or 
desperate or futile) attemp t to uphold that image. \'(/hen he is stabbed, he only falls because he himself 
decides to: no power can shake him. 
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1\t the opposite end from Caesar is the plebs. The picture Shakespeare draws of 
the mob is anything but flattering . The function of the opening scene in which th e 
tribunes chide the plebeians for forsaking Pompey for Caesar is often recognised as a 
preparation for III.ii , Antony's tremendous success in swaying their allegiance from 
Brutus. True as that is, I want to emphasise the continuity in the relations of the mob 
,vith individual leaders. We learn from Murellus that the plebeians had "many a time 
and oft ... sat / The livelong day, with patient expectation, / To see great Pompey pass 
the streets of Rome'' (I.i.36, 39-41 ). Yet the play begins with their admiring Caesar , 
who "co mes in triumph over Pompey' s blood" (50). Casca, having witnessed the 
crowd' s expression of approva l to Caesar's gestures at the Lupercal, concludes a little 
later that "if Caesar had stabbed their mothers they would have done no less" (264-65). 

The commoners make their next appearance in III.ii, the funeral scene. The y 
enter with Brutus and Cassius demanding satisfaction from them. This is apparently in 
keepin g with th eir latest allegiance to Caesar. However, Brutus is called 'noble' even 
befo re he begins his speech (III.ii.11 ). It is enough that he promi se them that "public 
reasons shall be rendered / Of Caesar's death'' (7-8), and the plebeians are already 
predisposed to accept them - almost regardless of ,vhat they in fact are. After his 
speech, Brutu s is cheered, offered a statue, the crown and a triumphant procession to 
his house (40-45). And the san1e pattern is repeated with I\nt ony, who enters with 
Caesar's corpse during Brutus ' spee ch. Brutus has to entreat the crowd to stay to hear 
Antony, speaking by his permi ssion, yet as soon as he exits, Antony is immediately 
addr essed as 'noble' (56) by the commoners tho ugh Brutus 1s not completely discarded 
as yet . That on ly comes as a result of Antony's speech for which he is duly rewarded 
with the title 'most noble' (224, see also 108 and 198), and the plebeians offer their life 
for him (199). Caesar, who , out of sight, was declared a 'tyrant' (61) just minute s ago, is 
now again 'most noble' and 'roya l' (233-34, also in 190). The importance of sight could 
hardly be overstressed in this scene, and my point is just that. The crowd praises 
whoev er is in sight, and it is enough to be seen to invoke praise from the crowd. It is 
no accident, I think, that Brntus and Cassius flee Rome upon "some notice of the 
pe ople, / How [Antony] had moYCd th em" (261-62). There is no more face to face 
encounter between the plebeian s and leading individuals. 

I do not want to overstate my c;ise, and I am not suggesting that it is possible 
to reason with a mob bent on mutiny . Rather, I am saying that the omission is 
notew ort hy. To be sure, there is another encounter between individual and mob , and it 
proves disastrous for Cinna the poet, upon whom the crowd forces the identity of 
Cinna the conspirator (III.iii). But it also proves disastrous for the plebeians. This 
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scene is their last.28 Anything beyond this simple statement is speculation, but in a 
speculative vein I suggest that what proves fatal for the crowd is the forsaking of its 
characteristic mode of speech. The crowd's function has been to praise throughout. Its 
laudatory speech is here replaced by interrogation. That becomes its undoing because 
nothing can be said after that. 

Between Caesar and the crowd, Antony is the key character of praise. Before 
his confrontation with the conspirators, he barely speaks (only 35 words, 29 to be 
precis e). All of his utterances are addressed to Caesar, the latter' s name occurring five 
times. Antony's words are all words of praise . Wbcn he does not praise Caesar, he 
praises Cassius (I.ii.196-9 7). Wben he comes to meet the conspirators after the 
assassination, he sends his servant before him, carefully ins tructed to impart his praise 
of Brutus in both word and deed. 10 

Thus, Brutus, did my master bid me kneel, 
Thus did Ivfark Antony bid me fall down, 
And, being prostrate, thus bade me say: 
Brutu s is noble, wise, valiant, and honest ; 
Caesar was mighty, bold, royal, and loving . 

(III.i .123-37) 

The gesture of sending one's servant before or instead of one is well-established. Two 
famous biblical examples, somewhat anachronistic for the .Julius Caesar of history, but 
not so for Shakespeare's audi ence, arc Jacob's sending messengers with gifts to Esau 
(Genes is 32) and the Capernaum centurion sending the elders of the Jews and th en his 
friends to Jesus (Luke 7:1-10). The significance of these parallels is enhanced by the 
fact that Antony' s sending of his servant to Brutus cann ot be found in Plutarc h, 
Shakespeare's source. I take this small scene as of the point s where Christianity does 
not remain merely Shakespeare 's context, but penetrate s int o the text. 

Antony continue s his pra ises, primaril y to Caesar, throughout act III. It is 
through praise ( or perhap s its careful manipulation) that he rises; and he falls into such 

2H The significance of this detail as the crow d's undoing was suggest ed ro me by 1-Iarry Keyishian's articl e 
"Dcst:ruc tive Revenge in ]u!111s Caesar and Othello" (in The Shapes of Reve11ge: r-•'iitimization, Ve11geame, and 
T'imlittil1e11e.rs i11 Shakespeare. [r\tlanric Ili ghlan ds, N .J.: llurnani ties, 1995] p 89) though I explain ir in 
somewhat different term s. 
29 I.ii.5, 9-10, 191, 196-97, II. ii.118. 
'IO l am here concentrating on tht: words of prai se, but as suggested in th e int ro ducti on, there is much non-
verbal prai se in f 11/i11s G,esar. 
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depth of abusiveness as height of praise he ascended. As he deified Caesar, so he 
reduces Lepidus, through language, to inanimate corporeality: first to animality and 
then the status of property (IV.i.18-40). Some eighty-five per cent of Antony' s entire 
speaking role is concentrated in act III and the opening scene of IV (itself only 50 
lines). And roughly the same proportion of his text is directl y laudatory or (this is far 
the smaller part) deprecatory. In a very real sense, Antony exists in such language. The 
prime example is his funeral orati on (III.ii.65-261), which I want to discuss in a little 
more detail. 

* 

The first of the four points I want to make in this sketchy reading of the oratio funebrfr'1 

concerns the relationship between showing and telling in the speech, perhaps the 
interpretiv e issue. Antony's speech concludes with replacing words with sight, with 
showing Caesar's mantle and then bis corps e.32 But the speech is built on that contrast 
from the very beginning. Caesar's ambition is always referred to in reported speech, 
"Bru tus sqys he was ambitious." 33 On the other hand, Caesar's great deeds are 
presented in direct speec h. He was a faithful friend (III.ii .77), compassionate with the 
poor (83) and further ed Rom e's good (81-82), but he 1vas said to be ambitious. Praise is 
always immediate (doxology is in the present tense). Imm ediacy is both a condition and 
a cons equence of prai se. It will also be noted with regard to An ton y's rhetorical strateg y 
that it conforms to a doxolo gical pattern in tha t he prai ses Caesar for wh at he was 
thro ugh what he did. Caesar is not pr esente d descrip tively but narrati vely. The story of 
his deeds is told. More accurately, an apparently false description (he was ambitious) is 
repeatedly contrasted with th e narrative of his life. The plebeians are thus invited to 
infer the 'immanen t nah1rc of Caesar' (if such a blasph emo us formulati on is not 
inexcusable ) from Anto ny' s 'econo mic ' rend ering of him. It is throu gh praise that true 
knowledge of Caesar is obtained, and it is thron gh praise that knowledge of self can 
:cilso be arrived at. Th e plebeians learn that they are citizens not liberate d from Caesar's 
tyranny but deprived of a generous benefactor. By demanding the will (and in the given 
con text that is at least implicit praise) they also learn who they really are, viz., heir s 

3·i Among the best recent readin gs known ro me of Antony\ speech are Kiscry's and Kujawinska -
C:ourtney's inteq)retations. 
32 Kiscry cogently argues that this showing is carefully orche strated and "its ontol ogica l statu s as a direct 
point of access to trnth " is undercut (p. 52). 
-13 III.ii.78, 85, 90; cf. also 69-70; empha sis added. 
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(III.ii.13 7, 233 -43). "[.A]doring speech ... in do xology," we recall Pannenber g's thesis, 
"always points ahead to Go d's revelation. " ' 4 I suggest that the climax of the oration 
with the uncovering of Caesar's body can be read as the divine manifesting itself to the 
devot ee(s) in the consummation of praise. A t the climactic point knowledge is no 
longer mediated through language but revealed (apparently ) directl y. 

Seco nd, honou r is one of the key word s in the play. Cassius makes it cen tral, 
"honour is the subject of my story " (I.ii.92). Brutus hinges ever ything on it when he 
begins his address to the plebeians, "Bel ieve me for my honour , and have resp ect to 
mine honour that you may believe" (TII.ii.14-15) . . Anton y pick s up the theme - the lines 
'''{et Brutu s says he was ambitious, / .-\.ncl Bnnus is an honou rable man " (85-86) are 
always coupled~ and subvert s it. Basing, as Bru tus himself did , the validity o f Brutus' 
claim on his honour and then und ermining that validity , i\ntony manages to undermine 
his honour. By the end of the orati on, the conspirat or s, who were all m entioned as 
'hon ourable men' at the beginnin g of the speech, become 'traitors' (176, 188), but only 
after the interpretation has first been offere d br the stage audience ( 145).15 Thus the 
real bone of contention between 1\nt ony and Brurn s 1s not the interpretation of Caesar 
but of Brutus' honou r. Caesar's greatness is only the particular gro und on whi ch the 
battle is fought_,<, That is also to say that _:\ntony's praise of Caesa r has a pra gmatic 
goal; it is not true (albeit idola trou s) doxo logy but a subversion of it, primaril y aimed at 
Anton y' s own divinization, to which I shall return. Lron1cally, his initial claim of ha\ ·ing 
"come to bury Caesar, not to prai se him" (66) may be truer th an we usually rnke it to 
be. 

\-1 l'an nenbe rg p. 236. 
·'5 It is easy to locate wher e the pressur e that 1\ntonv h;1s been building up against his own ostens ible 
com·i ction burst s, and wh ere the new interpr etation 1s articula te<.!: " l_:\ntonr:J l frar I wrong the hono urable 
men / \\/hose Jaggers have stabbed Cae sar . l do fear ir_ / [4 l'leb:J Th ey were traitors . I i onourabic menl" 
(lll .ii.143•45). 
3(, B)' the end o f the tragedy, the battle shi fts to new gro und, and Brutu s' own Je ath (or budv ) bec omes its 
locus. But, apparently, the p rize to be cap : ured by the wc1r is still his honour (cf . \' .i.2')-47, 56-60, l l 0• 12, 
1".20-2.S, ,·.34•38, 56-57). In the last ,-ernrt , he has to lite:·ally sacrifice himself in prnise of his hon our The 
magnanim ity (or other wise) of this deed much depends on rhc ,;et o f Yalues again st which it is measured. In 
ancient llome, no doub t, his decision was applauded. Hut i:1 1Zenaiss,111ce (Chr istian) Ene,land there was a 
stro ng prohibition against suicide. i\nd lest the audie nce forget abou t it, Shakespeare remind s them (\ ' .i.97-
112). Brutus' initial res olve is against suicid e. lt is un iv becau se " lh]e bears too great a min d' ' (112) that he is 
unwillin g ro bear the shame of being led capti\'c to Rome. If my interpr c:at ion ls not misrnken, the 
audience can hear a fain t (or poss ibiv Cjlllte audible ) echo of ,1 <JUestion here . 
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Third, J\ntony' s speech may culminat e in, but it does not end with , revealin g 
Caesar's corpse. The oration is concluded two more times. Few critics consider the 
significance of th e repetition, and even fewer provide persuasive explanations.-'7 It lies, 
I believe, in Ant ony's ulterior mot ive - ulterior, that is, not simpl y to his avowed 
purpose of burying Caesar bu t even to his 'obvious hidd en meaning' o f pr aising him. 
Anton y is prai sing him self; self-pr aise is the functi on of the rep eated closures . In the 
seco nd concluding passage (III.ii.200-20) he prai ses his own orat ory and rh etoric al skill 
in the same way he has been prai sing Caesar , by assertin g the opposite of his true 
meaning and subtly subverting the pa st.~~ In the present passage it is the more 
immediate pa st that is subve rted , the precedin g par t of th e public gatherin g (fun eral). 
This detail supp or ts my point that _\nt ony is her e con gratulatin g him self on his 
achievement. He completely erases the (recen t) pas t. He speaks as if neith er Brutus ' 
speech nor his own had been deli,-ered. "\'(/hat private griefs th ey have, alas, I know 
not, / T hat made them do it. They arc ,vi,e and hon ourabl e, / And ·will no doubt with 
reason s answ er you" (203-5). But the 'pu blic reaso ns' have already been 'rend ered' (7)! 

But were I Brutus, 
A nd Bru tus .Antony, there were an Anton y 
\X1ould ruffl e up you r spirits and put a ton gue 
In e,,ery wound of Caesar, that should m ove 
The sto ne s of Rom e to rise and mutin y. 

(III.ii .216-20) 

This is exactly wh at he has just don e. The plebeians had been qu ite ready to "Revenge! 
About! Seek! Burn! Fire! Kill! / Slay! Let nor a traitor live!" (IIl.ii.195 -96) even before 
Antony began his second con clusion . \X11ile it appears that Antony can cels ou t his part 
of the past as well as Brutu s', there is a remarka ble diff ere nce in tl1at the effects of 
Brutus' spe ech are completel y gone while Antonv's arc str onger than ever. Subv erting 
the past by cancelling it in this case simply epi tomises his ov erar ching rhetorical 
stra tegy: prai sing by ost ensibly denying pr aise, yet ma int aining th e immediacy of what is 
to be admired (here, of his own speaking voice). 

37 l<eyishian's interpr eta tion I find downri ght uncorwincing . "ln three separate, spasmodic movements, 
each more int ense than the one that came be fore, Antony uses the crowd's curi osity about th e will to focus 
and mobilize their revengeful anger. ... .. -\nrony calls them back in ord er to prev en t their being swayed again 
to the consp irators' side" (pp . 87-88) . 
. '\H For a brilliant discu ssion of ;\ntony's subversion of hisrorv in the first part of the speech (and in 
gene ral) , see Kujawinska-Courtney (esp. pp. 28-29, 44-46). 
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The third conclusion is a blatant self-congratulation. Antony calls back the 
mob to remind them that they have forgotten about the will.39 Antony is too shrewd a 
tactician (and orator) to leave anything to chance. He effectively (though not in detail) 
discloses the contents of Caesar's will when the plebeians are first manipulated into 
demanding it, i.e., when it is first mentioned (III.ii.121-31). Employing yet again the 
paradox of negation, Antony says, "'Tis good you know not that you are his heirs, / For 
if you should, 0, what would come of it?" (137-38, emphasis mine.) And when he 1s 
'compelled' (148) by the crowd to read the will, he immediately shifts the focus to 
Caesar's body. Having gained his point (as regards the testament), he is ready to discard 
it and move on. The crucial reinterpretation of the conspirators from 'honourable men' 
to 'traitors' has just taken place (145). Antony's position is secured; he begins to play a 
game with the audience. Eighty lines and two conclusions later, Antony returns to the 
theme, I believe, for no practical reason. Nor does this final conclusion seem to 
increase the mob's rage - it is already extreme. He simply indulges himself by 
controlling the uncontrollable and reminding his audience (at least off-stage) that he 
needed no aid to inflame the plebeians, to make them mad (136). \'vhen he finally lets 
go of the crowd 411 and is left alone on stage, Antony, at least implicitly, congratulates 
himself on fulfilling his own prophecy uttered by way of a promise to Caesar's corpse 
(III.i.259- 75).41 And the gesture is repeated in the concluding lines of the whole scene, 
this time addressed to Octavius' servant: "Belike they had some notice of the people, / 
How I had moved them" (III.ii.260-61). This self-praise gives again the lie to Antony's 
praise of Caesar. 

Lastly, Antony's doxology performs its ontological function. l-Te is transformed 
by the performance of his laudatory speech. At the opening of the scene, he is at the 
mercy of the conspirators. It is only "under leave of Brutus and the rest" (III.ii.73) that 
he can speak. Not much before, he was fleeing for his life (III.i.97). 42 When the scene 

39 At this point Keyishian's reading breaks down completely. The crowd is not curious about the will; it has 
forgotten it entirely. 
411 This again is a symbolic action. Antony, the hst master of the plebeians, lets them loose, formally 
renouncing his control. "Now let it work. Mischief, thou are afoot, / Take thou what course thou ,viltl" 
(Ill.ii.250-51). \'ve have seen ,vhat fruits his gesture bears. The master-less mob veers off course 
(linguistically and 'ontologically') and disintegrates. 
41 !'or the self-fulfilment of the prophecy, see Kiscry p. 44. 
42 lt was through praise (flattery) of Brutus that ;\ntony took the very first step from fearing for his life to 
be tolerated by the conspirators. Brutus calls him "a wise and valiant Roman" and claims that he has "never 
thought him worse" (III.i.138-39), but that is only after the servant's delivery of Antony's message and 1s 
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is over, he is the lord of Rome. The achievement is due to his oratory. Kuja,vinska-
Courtney sees the chief cause of the failure of Brutus' speech in its calling attention to 
the speaker. 43 \Vith this he "breaks the rhetorical rnles of the /audatio funebn·s . ... The 
ideal teller of the virtu.r of a king should figuratively disappear from his own enunciated 
narrative." 44 Antony observes this basic rule - and succeeds. 45 He so much disappears 
from his narrative that at the first conclusion Caesar's corpse replaces his own body 
and Caesar's wounds his tongue. By offering himself in praise to Caesar, Antony shares 
in his divinity. 

Antony's sharing of Caesar's divinity does not contradict my earlier claim that 
Antony is primarily concerned about praising himself, and his doxology of Caesar is 
not genuine. What I have just described, I\.ntony's divinization, takes place on stage, on 
the primary plane of interaction and interpretation between Antony and the plebeians. 
Thry take his praise to be genuine and accord him a place next to Caesar: both are called 
'most noble' in quick succession (III.ii.224, 233). Further, the mob is quite willing to 
hear Antony, to follow him , and to die with him (199) - there is not much room for 
further devotion. On the secondary plane, the audience of the play may sec through 
Antony's praise of Caesar and recognise his self-aggrandising intentions. In the 
audience's eyes Antony's praise of Caesar may be perverted, but then the audience will 
also perceive that Antony docs not truly become divine, merely rises in power . 
Phenomenologically, Antony 's rise through praise is undeniable. \X1hether it is seen in 

somewhat disingenu ous. True, Brutus <lid spar<: Antony's life, but only becau se: he thou ght him 
insignificant and entirelr deptudent on Caesar (ll.i.160-6'i, 181-83). 
·O "[1]t is not incidental that in 41 lines of Brunts' speech there are 23 personal and possessive pronouns 
referring to the speaker" (Kujawinsk a-Co urt ney p. 44). 
44 Kujawinska -Courtn ey p. 44. Following Schlink, 1 argued above that the sacnfice (disapp earance) of the 
self is charact eristic of dox ology. I take Kupwin ska-Cour tney's concurrence (in fact, her reference is to L. 
ivlarin 's Portrait o/ the King, trans. Marta M. l loule [.tvlinneapolis: /vlinnes orn Uniwrsit)' Press, 1988] pp. 78-
80) as supportive of tn)' claim that all prais e is modelled on the praise of God. 
45 \Xfhile I find this contrast fascinat ing and insightful, it re(Jllires lJUa!ifications . Brunts' speech was no 
failure, or it was one only with respe ct to Antony's. Maintaining my point as regards praise, immedia cy and 
the mob's tend ency to tnke proximity as th e only prerequ isite for praise , I think :\nrony's success is due in 
no small part to Brutus' absence. In fact, Antony on ly disappear s from the first part of his speech. In what I 
call its secon d con clusion (lll.ii.200-20 ), there are thit·teen pronouns refe rring to Antony and, in addition , 
his nam e appea1:s twice . Further , roughly half of th;1t pas sage is explicitly about himself, and only three and 
a half lines are directly about Caesar. These data support my claim in the previous paragraph s that the point 
of the repeated closures is self-praise . 
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ontological or relational (power) terms is a matter of interpretation, and I noted 
( discussing Pannenberg) the inevitable circularity in the interpretation of praise. 

In various ways, then, Caesar's, Antony's and the plebeians' characteristic 
mode of speech is doxological. In various ways, their doxologies are all blasphemous, 4<, 

and they all have to fall.47 W11at is interesting to note is that despite the perversion 
these doxologies are subject to in Caesar's, Antony's and the crmvd's speech, they still 
exhibit ontological and epistemological characteristics. It is clearest with Antony and 
the plebeians, who exist in and through laudatory language, but Caesar's divinity also 
happens in his self-referential speech. 

* 

The conspirators can reasonably be expected not to comply with this 'caesarocratic' 
discourse. Indeed, their 48 speech pattern is different. It is usually more difficult to 
demon,trate the absence of a feature than its presence, and my best argument is to 
refer to the entire text of the play. The conspirators' language lacks the all-pervasive 
doxological character exhibited by the Caesarists' speech. But to advance less elusive 
arguments, a brief analysis of the use of ap.ostrophe and proper names in Brutus' and 
Cassius' speech may be helpful. 

They customarily call each other by name, but they almost infallibly employ the 
Yocative form, often accompanied by the second person pronoun. 4'J Similarly, with the 
exception of one important situation, they hardly use third person formulae with 
reference to themselves. \Vhen they do, 50 it is either not lauclatory 51 or the context 
warrants it - either their honour or their life is at stake. But these instances are bv far 
the exception. They use much more frequently the first person singular pronoun than 
their own name. The self-aggrandising air of Caesar's language is almost entirely absent 

4<, 1 shall return to the perspective from which this cla1111 can be made rn the concluding pan of tn\' paper. 
-17 1\ntuny's fall 1s only completed in Atito11y and Cleoj,af1c1, but there are already clear imlirntions of his 
eclipse by Octavius (cf V.i.19-20, and the structurally crucial lines are assigned to Octavius, he has tb, last 
word). Caesar's fall and the crowd's undoing (disappearance) are also complex, but cannot be treated here 
in detail. 
48 I focus exclusively on Brutus' and Cassius' language. 
49 "Among ,vhich number, Cassius. be \'Ou one" (Lii.44). "I know that virtue to be in vou, Brutus" (90), 
etc. 
Sil i\s in Lii.46, 116, 172. iii.90, ILi.58, lll.i.21, V.i.72, 111, v.39. 
51 E.g., 'poor Brutus' (Lii.46). 
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from theirs. The onl y notable exception is the quarrd scene. Jn a mere forty lines 
(IV.iii.77-115) they hav e recourse to third person forms (speaking of themsel ves 
and/ or the other) more than throughout the rest of the play. But the third person form 
is by no means laudatory here . On the contrary, it serves a sarcastic function by 
creating distance (removin g the self or the other to the third person) - but sarcasm is 
precisely perverted prai se. 52 To rhe extent that praise of another human bein g is 
dependent on doxolo gy, the petTersion of the latter re sults in the perver sion o f the 
former: all mutual relationship s eithe r break down or become destructive or distorted 
in Ju!iu.1 Caesar: 

Caesar 's name is frec.1uenrh-uuered by both Brutus and Cass ius, but it is hardl y 
ever augmented by an adjectiYe on ti1eir lips. 0-' 1'\.' or do they often address Caesar in the 
first half of the play. True, there is not much mtcraction bet\veen them, but even so the 
contrast with f\ntony 1s remarkable. ~\ striking contrast sets in with, perhaps 
astonishingly, the assas sination ,cenc. The staging 54 of the murder is such that the 
conspir,itors approach Caesar \\-i[h an address each. Their apostrophes rntrodu ce a 
supplication (the plea for Jlubliu, Cim ber; and express, either in word or in gesture, 
Caesar's prai ses. 5~ Thi s marb :1 rurning point. No soo ner is Caesar slain than his 
prai ses arc first tol erated ;.\ntom ·, pronounced at the scene pa ss ,vith impunit y) then 
encouraged (,\.ntony ts to prai, e Caesar at the funeral ), finally loudl y and actively sung. 
In his own 'funeral' oranon. Bruru , pra!Ses Caesar, finding on ly one (though fatal ) fault 
with him, ambition. Superl::ui,·e praise becomes so much Cacsar's due that lie is no 
longer identified b,- hts name buc by his greatness. In the c.1uan-cl scene Brutus refers to 
him as "the foremost man of all this world" (IV.iii.22). 5(, Finally, both Cassiu s' and 

52 The irony is compkre ,,·hen Cas, 1u, ,1ddre ssn :\ nton y and Oct aviu s in the secon d person whik spc.;;1kin~; 
o f him self an d Brutus in the third -'.!\ .. iii.93-99) . 
5~ The only notewo rt lw cxct:prion, nut to mention Cassiu s' "tired Caesar" (J.ii.115 ), is the parenthetica l 
"immortal Caesar" in l.ii.60. i thi11k ir is either reported speech. quoti11g popular opinion, or. 1f Cassius i, 
inserting his O\Vn ren1ark. it i:-: ro be rnk(:n ironically if not snrca ~tically. ()f cou rse, not only adiccti Yal 

phrases ,virh Clte.wr as their he,id can express praise or deprecation of hi1n_; cf. ~'Su vile a thing as Cac-.;arn 
'.l.iii.111 ) . Gcneralk, the rnnspirator s do 1101 praise Caesar while he is ali\' e though they may sometime s 

acknowledge his good ciualirics as in l3ruru s' nocturnal solilm1uy (Il .i.19-211. 
54 I Jer e l mean dw conspirator s' 'production' tho ugh it is inseparable from rhe actua l perfonrn1ncc in th e 
rheatn ,. 
55 As in I\lerc llus' openin g line , "i\[ost high, m(Jst mighty, c.nd mo sr pu issa nt Cae sar " (111.i.33). 
S(, Incidentall y, a frw line s earlier his na me did appe1r, dulv graced by the adjecti Ye 'g reat ' (lV .iii.19). 
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Brutus' dying words are addressed to Caesar. In fact, their suicides elicit from them 
three such apostrophes-57 

The difficulty of identifying the hero of Julius Caesar is almost proverbial (some 
favour Caesar, others prefer Brutus, not to mention Cassius or the rise and eclipse of 
Antony), and the disagreement among critics on this matter was itself established as a 
critical commonplace a long time ago. Corresponding to the problem of the hero is the 
interpretation of the conspiracy. Was liberty upheld by Caesar's murder, who is then 
seen through Cassius' eyes an ambitious tyrant despite his frailty; or was his stabbing 
the basest crime against "the nob lest man / That ever lived in the tide of times" 
(III.i.256-57), in which case Antony's view of Caesar is adopted? The emblematic event 
whose interpretation epitomises the larger debate over Caesar's ambition is his refusal 
of the crown at Lupercal. .Antony maintains that Caesar did not accept the crown 
though offered thrice (III.ii.87-89) while Casca, another eye witness, thinks "he was 
very loath to lay his fingers off it" (I.ii.238). Caesar's puttin g it by was "every time 
gentler than other" (228-29). The crucial thing to notice is, however, that the audience 
only has narrative account s of the event. The Lupercal celebration takes place off stage; 
we have no immediate experience of the scene against which to measure its compe ting 
interpretations. 

It may seem at first sight that Shakespeare prefer s the 'republican readin g' and 
makes Brutus the hero of the play.58 In terms of my reading that would be suggested by 
the unattractiveness of the perverted doxological speech structures of the Caesarists 
and the fact that the ph y concludes on a note of Brutus' praise. The strict vertical 
orga nisation of human relation ships in which those belmv are to praise, even to the 
point of idolisation, the one (s) above, precludes horiz onta l relations like friendship. 
A nd it also necessitates either the subversion (perversion) of praise or idolarr y. In 
neither case can the claim of th e other be adequatel y acknowledged and granted. The 
conspirators, on the other hand, seem to abide by the rule that the self must limit the 
praises of the other if idolatry is to be avoided. Cassius sets himself ( or Brutus or Casca 
- at any rate, another seH) as measure against Caesar and questions his disproportiona te 
glory.SS' Brutus is more liberal with his acknowled geme nt of Cacsar's greatnes s, he 
nonet heless sets himself as the limit to his ambition (III.i.16-39). However, Cassms 

57 V.iii.45 -46, 94-96, v.50-51. 
58 !Ie is a strong candidate for the hero of the play becau se he sees and freely acknowledges Cae sar 's 
greatness yet he acts against him in rhe name of some greater value . For him, there is a tragic con flict of 
values and the one has to be (literally) sacrificed in order that the ot her may prevail. 
59 l.ii.95-131 , 140-50, i.i.i.76-78. 
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uses praise repeatedly to manipulate Brutus/' 0 and he is rather successful in it. How 
much Brutus is moved by Cassius' (faket' 1 flattery is difficult to say. He is moved, but 
he may be moved in good faith. 62 Likewise, he honestly attempts to convert Caesar's 
murder into a ritual sacrifice. (The inherent connection between sacrifice and prais e 
needs no further comment.) I only want to add a minor point here to Bren ts Stirlin g's 
careful treatment o f the que stion. Stirling fails to notice the significance of Brutus' first 
soWoquy in II.i.10-34. It is here that Brutus seems to make up his mind though his 
resoluti on will (have to) be rec onfirmed. And in this speech there is no mention o f 
sacrifice. The final metaphor 1s that of a serpent's egg which must be destroye d because 
o f the potential threat it pos es. ,\nd Brutus docs not hit on this (conveniently subhuman, 
repulsive , and dan gerous) metaphor without searching. The matter mu st be ' fashioned ' 
and ' thought ' of in the right \vay if it is to loo k excusable because Caesar 's present 
condition doc s not warran t the complaint of tyrann y.<,:, All subsequent talk of sacrifice 
and Brutus' subsequent praise of Caesar is undercut by this initial disingenuous verbal 
man oeuver which is perform ed in a soliloq uy, and thus we should not doubt that it is 
what Brutus really thinks. Praise is no easy matt er for the 'republicans' either. 

But their real stumbling block is its necessity, which takes us back to the 
problem of Caesar as an object of praise. Conspiracy's "monstrous visage" must be 
hidd en "in smiles and affability" (II .i.81-82) ; freedom's liberation mu st be cloaked in 
ambition's praises . Lmdar c 11ei'l'/J C est - there is no way round it. The point is driven 
home rather forcefu lly by .\ ntony in his last encounter with Brutus and Cassius befor e 
the battle of Philippi (\ ' .i.39-44). TT is biting address leave s them virtuall y sp eechless. To 
bis " flatt erers " Cassius can onh · reply by turning against Bmttts, and his only remark 
concerns how the accusation could ha, ·e been physically silenced , not how it could be 
countered. It cannot be countered . .And this parad ox lies at the he ar t of the 
conspirat ors ' quandary. 0-:or was it a momentarv difficulty for which the principle of 
the end Justifying the mean s, howe, ·er dubious , could have provided the answer. Th e 
problem of Caesar's praise remains \\·ith them. Th ey must praise Caesar in order to 
make their deed (and themselves ) praisewo rthy. The y corrected what alone was amiss 
in him (am bition). The conspira tors acted (or claim to have acted) in the name of some 
higher principle (Rome and her traditions, the gods, love o f their country, freedom, the 

60 Jii. 55-62. 90-91, 142-47, iii.297-309, lli .90-93. 
(, 1 Fake inasmuch as the letters certainly are ungenui ne, and th is artfulness und erm ines his spok en 
protestations of popular opinion. 
62 Cf II.i4 6-58. 
63 "And since the quarrel / \Vil! bear no colom for the thing he is, Fashion it thus " (l 1.i.28-30). 
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common good, etc.) which was to be pr eferred not on ly to Caesar's own advancement 
but also to all tha t was great in him. Th e higher he is prai sed, the nobler the pnnciple 
which is by definition to be prefe rre d to him. In a different way from the Caesarists, 
the cons pirat ors still (try to) attain to th eir own tru e selves (as champions of '"Liberty, 
freedom, and enfranchi sement!"' III.i.81) thro ugh off ering up their praises to Caesar. 
And as the y do that, they apparentl y gain new kno wledge ·o f Caesar's true nature, how 
powerful he is.64 Do xology again pe rform s its ontol ogical and epist emol ogical 
functi ons. 

* 

Caesar is thus the source of life in the play. H e is the fixed centre: so firmly fixed that 
even ph ysical destruction cannot (re)mo ve him . In various ways, the characters all circl e 
around him as plan ets around a sun. The title is thus not misleading. Tru e, the play may 
be a 'Tragedy of Bru tu s,' but even that is on ly a commentary on 'Ju lius Caesar' - whose 
name neith er requires no r tolerat es fur ther syntactic modification to designat e th e 
play's theme. He remain s in the centre cYen after his assas sinati on . T he cons pirator s' 
failur e may be describ ed in terms of icon oclasm and idol atry . Iconoclasm prmTides no 
so lution for idolatry because it destroys the ico n but not the idol, and they arc not the 
same. The idol, as Luth er wou ld say, is a ma tter of the heart , not of the eye.<,5 Th e 
attitude that alon e gives rise to caesarocratic idolatry/ 16 th e conspirators cannot alter ; in 
fact, by the end th ey also capi tulate bo th linguistically and physically. 

But to conclude that Caesar is the focus of the play is not necessarily to take 
sides in the Caesaris t/ republican deb ate. The centr ality of Caesar may not be 
something that the play, as its own commentary, applauds. I t may simply register it. 
Tha t is precisely my claim. But it can only be seen from an outside point of view. Whe n 
the icon is destroyed, the idol remains, bu t Julius Caesar as a Roman play seems to offer 
no dis tinc tion between that and th e tru e addressee o f doxology. Caesa r, in his own 
his tor ical con text, was divinized. The play seem s to rev oke the persp ect ive from which 
caesarocra tic praise appears misplaced. Bu t if political and military succ ess an d/ or th e 
appearance of a ghost (IV.ii.274-85) seem for us insuf ficient grou nds to idolise Caesar, 

M Not e the simp le prese n t tense Brut us uses: "O .Julius Caesar, thou art mighty yet! / Thv spirit walks 
abroad, an d turn s our swo rd s/ Tn our prop er entrails'' (V.iii.94 -96) . 
65 "I\s I have of ten said, th e co nfid enc e and faith of the hea rt alone make both God and idol" (Luther Pt. 
I, par 1). 
66 Cf l.iii.103 -06. 
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we need a perspective from which this intuiti on may be conceptuali sed. I have 
sugges ted that such a perspecti ve can be provided by th e th eological considerations of 
the firs t part of this paper. \Xie mu st praise - ,ve need a god: whatever elicits the 
doxological response from us is (formally) our god. But it may not in fact (normativel y) 
be God. Th at leads to idolatry. Idol atrous praise exhibits the same characteri stics as 
tru e doxolog y, but (at least in the lon g ru n) it is destructive. Julius Caesar is a tragedy. 

But I do not (need not ) argue that it is a Christian play. Specifically Christian . 
concerns have here belonged to the critical appara tus. The attention the play calls to a 
discrepancy between Roman and Christian mores concerning suicide, Antony's gestur e, 
invo king Biblical parallel s, o f sendin g his serv;int before him , the perva siveness of 
s;icrificial language and ritu al elements in it as well as Caesar's divinization provid e a 
stron g enou gh invitation for such a critical approa ch. \l(f!1ether it has been fruitful may 
be judg ed by the success or failure of the foregoing analysis. 
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Benedek Peter Tota 

Ruminating More and More Realism 

Some Contextual Aspects of Thomas More's Utopia 

zn ems mensa 

CRITICAL COJ\lTEXT 

The men first to write about Utopia, the contemporaries of Thomas More, "were 
concerned with the outcome rather than the nature of Mote's way of thinking." 1 The 
same seems to be the case with the readers of later ages, too, when they search for the 
meaning of Utopia.2 The claim "to investigate the relation between the structure of 
Utopia and the meaning and intent of its author" almost entirely results in a 
concentration on the latter part of the assigned task. 3 Such an imbalance leads to 
statements like " ... the man of expedients proposes no expedients, the man of method 
no methods ... " 4 If it were true about More, it would really mean that " .. .in his view of 
men and their affairs there was a strong and ineradicable streak of pessimism." 5 

1 J. I I. I I exter, Afore 's Utopia: the Biography of an Idea (Prince ton: l'rinceton lJ niversity Press, 19 52, rpt. 197 6) 
p. 14 
2 Ceorge M. I ,ogan, The lv[eani,zg of Aiotr J. U!opia (Prince ton: Princeton University Press, 1983). Romuald Ian 
I ,akowski, Sir Thomas 1'vlore ar,d the _,-1,1 o/ Dialogue (PhD Dissertation, Universitv of British Columbia, Fall 
1993, Interactive Early Modern Literary Studies, 1995, 1996). 
3 C:f. 1 Iexter, p. 30. 
4 [ lexter, p. 59. 
'l lexter, p. 72; cf. also R. Marius, Thomas 11•lore: a Bi°'graphy (New York: 1\lfred .\. Knopf, 1984), p. 269. 
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Opposing it, an approach could be proposed based on life-like elements in 
More's fictitious frames and forms of art. These are elements like meals and food of 
any kind, concrete or metaphoric. If they symbolise some level of communion ( or 
communication), they should be perhaps regarded as more than formulaic and 
perfunctory/' they are not introduced hastily and without thought, interest or care, but 
they reflect the operation of thoughts offering some expedient method, i. e. 
rumination: consuming, chewing over, digesting and assimilating different components 
of reality. However, this ruminating method is not supposed to serve optimism either, 
but it can probably take the reader closer to More - and more realism. 

For the sake of the immediate experience of this ruminative realism, More's 
texts will dominate this paper and confirm their contexts. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

The idea of Utopia began to take shape in the summer of 1515. On 7 May More was 
assigned to serve as a member of a royal trade commission. The ambassadors, 
including More, left for Flanders on 12 May. The negotiations were suspended by 21 
July, but More returned to England only on 25 October. During these three months he 
visited Antwerp, where he met Peter Giles who was a classical scholar, an intimate of 
Erasmus, and a man of practical affairs. More also kept practical matters in mind. It is 
revealed by the letters he and his companions sent to the Council, to Henry VIII and to 
Wolsey on 9 July, 21 July and 1 October, respectively. 

Lykethe it your good lordshippis to vnderstand, that as towching the state of 
our busynes her, for as moche as wee dowt not, but that our lettres, in whiche 
wee haue writton therof at large to the Kingis Grace, shall by his Highnes 
cumc to your handis ; wee therfor trouble not at this tyme your good 
lordshippis with the repeticion of the same, bur the oonly cause of our 
present writing to your good lordshippis is to beseche the same to haue vs soo 
in your fauourable rememraunce, that wee may haue by the mean of your 
good lordshippis more money sent vnto vs. For as your lordshippis well 
remembre of Ix days, for whiche wee receyued our money byfor the hand, 
and spent ;ilso a good partc therof byfor the hand, ther bee not remaynyng 
past iii or iiii days, fro the xiith day of May last at whiche day wee toke our 

<, Kenneth Jay Wilson, I11complele FidioJIJ: the Formation of the E nglish Renaissance DialogJte (\Vashington D. C.: 
The Cath olic Univer sity of A merica l'r ess, 1985) pp. 144----145. 
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journey. And as your good lordshippis well know, that wee had soo short 
warnyng of this journey, that our tymc was very lityll and skarse to prepayr 
our self and our company forward. And noo tyme had wee to make shifte and 
provision for any substans of our own hider with vs, by reason wherof wee 
haue been at some payn hider to. 1\nd if wee shold make farther shifte here, it 
wold bee our farther payn and lossc also. \Xlherfor wee beseche your good 
lordshippis, that as your wisdoomes perccyve, that wee be lyke her to abydc, 
soo it wol lyke you to ordre that we may haue money sent vs. In whiche 
dooyng, your lordshippis shal bynd vs to owe you our poore seruice and our 
prayer. J\s knoweth our Lord, whos grace long preserue your good 
lordshippis. From Brug.is the ixth day of July. [ ... ] [B]y reason of certaine 
delayes ... wee be not yet cum to any final determynacion in oure ma tiers ... 
And this knowen we shall certifye youre Grace with all diligence, moost 
humbly beseking youre Grace to remembre vs with sum money towardis 
owre r!J'eltes. [ ... ] ,\nd thus blessed Trynyte preserue your Grace. At Brugys 
this first day of Octobre. 7 

As it becomes clear in these letters, the most practical matter which is repeated 
again and again without essential difference is the need for money with which they 
could provide for themselves .. \ version of this refrain found its way into Utopia. As the 
negotiations could not go on without the rhythm of proper diet, so the discussions in 
Utopia could not be kept on without the natural rhythm of eating. Each book has been 
concluded 'w1.th a meal. 

... mi Raphael, inL1uam, quaeso te atque obsecro, describe nobis insulam: nee 
velis esse brevis, sed explices ... omnia quae nos putes velle cognoscere. Pu-
tabis autem velle quicquid adhuc nescimus. 
Nihil, inquit, faciam libentius, nam haec in promptu habeo. Sed res otium 
pose.it. 
Eamus ergo, inquam, intro pranJ"/IJJJ: mox tempus nostro arbitratu sumemus. 
Fiat, inquit. Ita ingressi pra!l(/emu.1·. Fransi in eundem reversi locum, in eodem 
sedili consedimus, ... ego ac Petrus Aegedius hortamur Raphaelem ut praestet 
quod erat pollicitus. Is ergo ubi nos vidit intentos atque avidos audiendi, 
quum paulisper tacitus et cogitabundus assedisset, hunc in modum exorsus 

7 Elizabeth Frances Rogers, ed., The C..orrespondence of Sir Thomas lvfore, (Princeton: Prmceton University 
Press, 1947) pp. 20-21 and 24, italics mine. 
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est. PRIMI LIBRI FINIS. 8 

' ... my dear Raphael, ' said I, 'I beg and beseech you, describe that island to 
us. Do not be brief, but explain ... in fact, everythin g that you think we would 
like to know. And you can assume we want to know everything we do not 
know yet.' 
'There is nothin g,' he said, 'I shall be more pleased to do , for these things are 
fresh in my mind. But it will take some time .' 
'In that case,' said I, 'let us go in to l11nch. Afterwards, we shall have all the 
time we want .' 
' ;\ greed,' he said. So we went in and had lunch. Then [after lunch] we returned 
to the same place, sat do\vn on the same bench . .. Pet er Gi les and I urged 
Raphael to fulfil his promi se. When he saw that we were attentive and eager 
to listen, he sat silent and thoughtful a momen t, and began as follows. THE 
END OFBOOKI9 

1 Jaec ubi Raphael n :censuit . .. ramen , quni am defess um narrando sc1ebam, 
. .. idcirco et illorum instinitione et ipsius oratione laudata, manu apprehen-
dens intro m,atum duco . . . SEC:UNDI LIBRI fl N IS 

(I ,ogan, pp. 246-248, italics mine ) 

W11.en Raphael had finished his story ... I knew, however , that he was tired 
with talking ... So with pr aise for their way of life and his account of it, I took 
him by the hand and led him in to supper ... END OF BOOK II 

(cf. I ,ogan, pp. 247-249, and CW4, pp. 245-247, italics mine) 

The historical need for life seems to becom e a topos in making art alive 
through providing pul se for the work of art. Work and diet, writing and eatin g go 
together. Going a step farther : facing wor ds provid es food for thou ght, and this 
intellectual activity is metaph orically accompanied with physica l nourishment. 

8 Thomas 1.fore , Utopia, eds. neo rge M. Logan, Robert M. ;\d ams and Clarenc e II. Miller (Cam bridge: 
Camb ridge Univer sity Pre ss, 1994) p. l 06., italics mine , here after referred to Ill the text as Lo gan 
9 Cf. Logan, p. 107, and The Complete Works of St. Thomas ,Hore. Vol. 4. Utopia, ed . Ed ward Surt z and J. I I. 
l·lexte r (New Haven: Yale Universi ty Press, 1965), p. 109, hereafter referred to as CW4. ltalic s and an 
inserti on mine, based on the Laun 
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EPI STOLARY COlVTEXT 

Thomas More was anxious about the publication of Utopia. He expresses his care for it 
in a letter to Peter Giles in October 1516. This first letter is published in all o f the early 
editions of Utopia. In the 1516 edition it is headed as 'Prefatio' (Logan, pp. 30-39). 
Having been singled out among the prefatory addr esses, this letter deserves spe cial 
attention. 

In the opening of the letter, More mentions the obligatory components of 
findin g the material, refers to its arrangement and eloquent presentation . He repeats 
this classical triplet twice in the two introductory para graphs, as he also states twice that 
he had only to recite what he had heard from his source. This simple task, however, 
nearly proved to be impossible due to the reasonable difficulties o f writing among 
official and family ties . 

Sed huic tamen ram nihilo nego tii peragendo, cetera ne gotia mea minus fer e 
qu am nihil temp oris reliquerunt. Du m cau sas forenses assidue alias ago, alias 
audio, alias arbiter finio, alias iudex dirimo, dum hie offi cii cause visitur, illc 
ne gotii , dum fori s totum ferm e diem aliis impertior, reliquum mei s; rdinquo 
mihi , hoe est literis, nih.il. 

0 ,ogan , p. 32) 

Yet even to carr; · through thi s triflin g task , my ot her tasks left me practically 
no leisure at all. l\fo st of my day is con stantly given to the law: pleading som e 
cases , he aring others, arbitrati ng others, and de cidi ng still others. l pa y a visit 
of courtesy to on e man an d go on busines s to an other, so I devote almost the 
whole day in public to o ther people , and what is left - to my ow n; and I leave 
for myself , that is writin g, nothing. 

(cf . Logan, p. 33, and C:\V4, p. 39) 

Due to the doublets, the intr oducti on of this prefat o ry letter is quire tired, slow and 
nearl y uninterestin g, yet with the change of the pace in these lines - in spite of the 
catalogue of obligations and the cumulative repetiti on of lexical item s - More quickly 
arrives at his m ost important activity, that is writing. The singularity of this art is 
emphasised by the appositi on: mihi, hoe eJt literiJ; for myself, that is writing. This 
grammatical closeness in such a stylistic peak-position can probabl y speak about th e 
contextual unity of the artist and his art, revealing its gravi ty. 

Proceedin _g in this way, after a solemn digression concerning family and 
household matters, More and the reader have to face the questi on : 
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Quando ergo scribimus? 
(Logan, p. 32) 

\~'hen do we write then? 

The answer seems to be conventional: 

.. . mihi hoe solum temp oris acquiro quod somno ciboque suffuror . . 
(Logan, p. 32, italics mine) 

... I get for myself only the time I steal from sleeping and eating .. 
(cf. Logan, p. 33, and CW4, p . 41, italics mine) 

H owever conventional the answer is, it can convey the inherent meaning of the activity 
of writing in the case of Thomas I'.fore. Staying awake and restraining from food are 
ascetic attitudes. The protot yp e of the discipline of keepin g vigil and fast is provided by 
J esus Christ who fasted for forty days and forty nights in the wilderness (cf., Mt 4:2). 
These circumstance s sharpen the awareness of one's task. On the one hand , Christ 
focu ses on his role that is characterised by obedience when he quotes the Scriptur e: 
'Man does not live on br ead alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of 
God' (Mt 4:4). Vigilance illuminates the acknowl edgement that the word is as 
imp ortant as food, and in special cases it is more important than natural nourishment. 
It is reflected in the fact that Chri st is determined to rely on the words of the Scriptur e 
alone (Mt 4:7 and 10). On the other hand, More substitutes sleeping and eating with 
writ ing, that is during his vigilant dealing with words he finds food for thou ght 
nourishing him . £\ s Christ start ed his public mini stry after the wilderness scene of 
keepin g vigil and fast, so did Thomas More become known to the public of Europ ean 
humani sts after writing Utopii1 in circumstances o f vigil and fast. Thi s publi c 
acknowledgement is echoed in othe r letters and po ems publi shed in critical edition s: 
Erasmus to Johann Froben, G uillaume Bude to Thom as Lupset, Peter Giles to Jerom e 
Busleyden, Jerome Busleyden to Thomas More, Gerard Geldenhouwcr on Utopia, 
Corne lis de Schrijver to the Reader, Beatus Rhenanu s to \Villibald Pirckheimer, and 
J ean Desmarez to Peter Giles (cf. Logan, pp. 4-29, 250-265, and CW4, pp. 2-37, 252-
253). T his correspondence is a kind of literary digestion of More's food for thought . 

In his second letter to Peter Giles in August 1517, More returns to Utopia 
anew. This letter was publi shed in the 1517 edition of Utopia immediatel y following the 
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text of Book II. In this epilogue-like letter, More writes about an anonymous, perhaps 
fictitious critic to whom he is very much obliged (Logan, pp. 266-269 ). 

Tantum etenim mihi iudicio hoe suo tarn ingenuo quantum nescio an 
quisquam alius ab edito libello gratificatus est. Nam primum sive mei studio 
sive ipsius operis illectus, non laboris videtur fuisse pertaesus quominus totum 
perlegeret, neque id quidem perfunctorie ac praecipitanter quomodo 
sacerdotes horarias preces solent (videlicet hi qui solent), sed ita sensim ac 
sedulo ut interim singula sollerter expenderit. 

(Logan, p. 266) 

Hi s very frank criticism has gratified me more than any other reaction since 
my little book appeared. First of all, attracted either by devotion to me or the 
work itself , he seems not to have wearied of the labour but read it through. 
And he did not read carelessly or quickl y, as priests pray the divine office 
(those who pray it at all) but slowly and carefully in order to consider the 
different points thoughtfully. 

(cf. Logan, p. 267, and CW4. p. 249) 

,\ccording to this slice of the letter, More is not interested in conventional laudation, 
but his interest can be found in a special attitude towards writing and reading. His 
interest is adjusted by a · pair of antithetical alliteration (peifimcto,ie ac praecipitanter and 
sensim ac sedttlo) refined by an additional one (sin,~ula sollerter) until focusing finally on the 
intellectual act (o,penderit) : to consider. This consideration is tuned further with the 
embedded simile of the priests praying the divine office if praying it at all, which means 
that the receiving of the word of the Scripture is at stake. Due to this concentrated 
construction, the proper way of reading is not only considering what is written , but 
even meditating upon the writing. This mental-spiritual discipline is as ascetic as 
keeping vigil and fast, since the person devoted to this act has to be on the watch and 
has to be satisfied only with what is written, that is, he has to feed upon nothing else 
but the word which is written as if it were real food - for thought. 

To be more exact and explicit, I would propose to call this act rumination. 
Both the writer and the reader ruminate: consume, chew over, and digest the thought 
until it is assimilated. It is only inter esting from this point of view, that the writer 
cannot really separate himself and his work (sive mei studio sive ipsi!ls operis illectus; 
attracted either by devotion to me or the 1vork ztsel/J. This attitude of the epilogue-like 
letter of 1517 also repeats the characteristic apposition of the prologue-like letter of 
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1516: myself, that 1s writing. The homogeneity of these words speaks about the 
integrity of this art. 

C.01\fPOSITIONAL CONTEXT 

In the opening sentence of his letter of October 1516 to Peter Giles, More apologises 
for the delayed presentation of Utopia: 

Pudet me propemodum, charissime Petre 1\e gidi, libellum hunc de Utopiana 
republica post annum ferm e ad re mittere, quem te non dubito intra 
sesquimensem expectasse. 

(Logan, p. 30) 

I am almost ashamed, my dear Peter Giles, to send you this little book about 
the state of Utopia after almo st a year, which I am sure you expected within a 
month and a hal f. 

(cf. Logan, p. 31 and CW4, p. 39) 

More' s certainty and P eter Giles' expect ancy express that the little book of Utopia must 
have been composed by and large by the end of 1515. However, something must have 
happened between the end of 1515 and October 1516. Soon after he returned to 
England, More was offered a place in the royal service along with a pension (CW4, p. 
xxxiii). 111 This situation must have made him have second thoughts. 

The introduction to the Yale Edition and an appendix (CW4, pp. xv-x xiii, and 
572-5 76) work out \Vhich parts of Utopia were probably composed in Flander s (the 
introduction in Rook I [C\V4, pp. 46-58], and the discourse on Utopia in Book II 
[CW4, pp. 110-236]), and which new parts were inserted into the Umtopia in England 
(the dialogue of coun sel including the exordium in Book I [CW4, pp. 58-108], the 
peroration and the conclusion in Book II [CW4, pp . 236-46]). As has been made 
evident, some chan ges were introduced durin g the period in question. More 
accomplished a work and returned to it: de-created th e extant composition and created 
an original ,vork of art. 

The above reconstructed outline sugge sts katabolism and anabolism. 
Destructi ve and constructive activities are united in the process of rumination . One 
cannot appreciate the be st state of a commonwealth (cf. Logan, p. 41, and C\V4, p . 47) 

10 I Texter, p. 106; Marius, pp. 190-91. 
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unless one accepts the worst features of a commonwealth. Hoping for the first and 
expecting but the latter form realism. Consuming, chewing over, digesting and 
assimilating this realism needs considerable time . 

CHRONOLOGICAL CO1VTEXT 

Because the duration of such a metabolism cannot be fixed properly, it is worth 
considering what else moved on in More's mind. 

According to Mote's letter of 1517, the anonymous or fictitious critic observed 
some absurdities (quaedam subabsurda) in Utopia (cf. Logan , pp. 266-267, and CW4, 
pp. 248-249). In Utopia, however, More himself admits the sam e: 

1-laec ubi Raphael recensuit, quamquam haud pauca mihi succurrebant qua e 
in eius populi moribus legibusqu e perquam absurde videbantur in stituta. 

(I ,ogan, p. 246) 

When Raphael had finished his story, I was left thinking that many of the 
customs and laws of the Utopians he had described were absurdly instituted. 

(cf. Logan, p . 247, and CW4, p. 245) 

Due to this, the letter can go on this way: 

... non video cur sibi tarn oculatus et quod Grae ci dicunt o~u8EpKric; videri 
debeat quta aut subabsurd a quaedam 111 Utopiensium instituti s 
deprehenderit ... quasi alibi nihil usquam gentium sit absurdi .. 

(Logan, p. 266) 

... I do not see why he should think him self so open-eyed, or, as the Gre ek 
say, 'sharp-sighted,' because he has noted some absurdities in the institution s 
of the Utopi ans ... :\re not there any absurdities elsewhere in the world? 

(cf. Logan, p. 267, and C\X/4, p. 249) 

There is a shift in connection with the absurditi es that turns our attention from the 
island o f U topia to other nations in the world (cf., alibi usquam gentium ). This change 
rend ers to the peculiar utopian thou ghts the general dimension s of this world. It is on 
the basi s of this expedient that we can accept Mor e's reference to himself as a historian 
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(cf. Logan, pp. 268-269, and CW4, pp. 250-251). More and more realism appears in 
connection with this work of art . \Vith this, More brings his thoughts hom e. 

Admitting the above recognised readjustment, one cannot be surprised seeing 
More the moral philosopher as More the historiographer, that is, there are two (or 
thr ee?) wor~s going side by side: Utopia and The History of King Richard the Third/ Hzstoria 
Richardi Regis Angliae Eius Nominis Tertii.11 Thomas More, the humanist intellectual, 
engaged himself with questions which were universal and particular, local and general. 

\v'hile Utopia was written in 1515-1516, Hzstory/Historia came into being 
between 1513 and 1518 (CW2, p. liii, and pp . lxiii- L"CT). It assimilating the realism of 
Utopia con sumed considerable time, the chewing over of History/Historia was more 
demanding . More ruminated Utopia returning to it and amending it . Mor e rumination 
was required by the writing of HZ:.-tory/Historia as the topic was simultane ous ly realised 
in an Engli sh and in a Latin version neither of them being the exact transl ation of the 
other (CW2, p. !viii) . On the one hand, Utopia gives the impression of a consummate 
work of art, on the oth er hand, the composite History/His toria remained unfinished, 
undi ges ted, so to say. 

Reading the compound I-fotory/ Historia, it is no wonder that Thomas More 
could not ease his stomach conc erning catholic and national matters. When introducing 
Eduardum , Georgium ac Richardum, that is, Edwarde, George and Rycharde, More 
put s down the following : 

Qui vt erant omn es illustri loco nati, sic animo etiam elato ac sublimi fuere , 
auidi gerendi principatu s, neque superiorum nequ e parium satis pati ens . 

Al three as they wer great states of birthe, soo wer e they grea te and statelye of 
Jlomacke, gre dye and ambicious of authoritie, and imp atient of parteners. 

(C\V2, p. 6, italics mine ) 

The English ver s10n includes a common metaph or in describin g the temper and 
disposition of the figure s of hist ory, and in turn, it becomes a telling image of hi sto ry 
itsel f which yet again challenges people in histor y whether they can consume it or not. 
More relies on thi ~ set of imagery throu ghout his work. It goes on accordin gly. 

For were it by the Que ene and the Lorde s of her blo ode whiche highlye 
m aligned the kynges kinr ed ... or were it a pro wd e appetite of the Duke him self 

11 The Complete Works of St. Thomas More. Vol. 2. The lfistoo• of King Richard III, ed. Richard S. Sylvester ,\ New 
H aven: Yale University Pre ss, 1963), here~fter referred to ~s C\v'2, 
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entending to be king: at the lest \Vise heinous Treason was there layde to his 
charge, and finallye wer hee fautye were hee faultlesse, attainted was hee by 
parliament, and iudged to the death, and therupon hastely drouned in a Butte 
of Malmesey, whose death kynge Edwarde (albeit he commaunded it) when 
he wist it was done, pitiously bewailed and sorowfully repented. 

(C\'•/2, p. 7, italics mine) 

This passage portrays history as a digestive system. The variants of this pattern are 
repeated throughout history. Some lines before the above cited movement of history, 
More recites Edward's story in short. 

Edward reuenging his fathers death, depriued king Henrie, and attained the 
crown. 

(CW2, pp. 6- 7) 

Before too long, Richard has also got his share: some wise men thought that 

he long time in king Edwardcs life, forethought to be king in case that [the] 
Icing his brother (whose life hee looked that euil rfyete shoulde shorten) should 
happen to decease (as in dcdc he did) while his children wer yonge. 

(CW2, p. 8, italics mine) 

Ruminating history results in consuming human beings. That is the world without end 
111 Richard's l-li.1tory/Historia. As an effect of this metaphoric metabolism, even the 
physical-gcographirnl parts of the world are transm.uted, especially in the debate about 
the right of sanctuary in the cataclysm of history. The Duke of Buckingham mentions 
two places: 
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... e quibus alterum est vrbi propinquum, alterum. in ipsis vrb1s v1J·cetib11s 
collocatum. Ausim profecto confirmare, quisquis asylorum commoda 
compararit cum incommodis, eum pronunciaturum potius, qrn1m tot 
incommoda perpetienda sin t, multo fore commodius ipsis ctiam commodis 
caru1sse. 
The tone at the e!bmve of the Citie, the tother in the veryc honH:i!es. I dare well 
auowe it, waye the good that they dooe, with the hurte that commeth of them, 
and ye shall fynde it muche better to lacke bothe, then haue bothe. 

(C\'<72, p. 30, italics mine) 



MORE ,\ND MORE RE ,IL!S~ I 

Due to the metonym y of the incorporated body-image, history totally executes the 
metamorphosis. The external and the internal parts of the body correspond to the city 
both within and without . There is no place of protection. The protector's mouthpiece 
announces in a charming spell Lke an anagram: the bowelles con sume whoever can be 
found at the elbowe, and vice versa. It is a curse urbi et orbi. 

i\s the whole world has become a complete digestive system, none of the 
intimates of Richard are protected either, not even the "lorde Chamberlen," 

Sed Has tyngum protector iussit ad mortem se componeret, ac si quid cum 
sacerdote vellet, accersendum quam primum curaret, nam ita diuum, inquit, 
Paulum propitium habeam , vt non ante cibi quicquam gt1Statums sim quam tibi 
cap111 amputatum videam. E rgo ille nihil se reluctando profecturum sciens, 
adducto quern locus ille offer ebat sacerdoti confess ionem criminum 
qualemcunque fecit: nam prolix.iorem tempori s breuita s non admitteb at, 
protectore iam ad pra11di111n compo sito , & \'t cap11t illi praecisum esse audiret 
in ten to. 

whom the pr otectour bade spede & shryue hym pace, for by saynt Poule 
(quod he) I wil not to dinner til I se thy hed of. It bot ed him no t to aske wh y 
but heuely he tok e a priest at aduenture, & made a short shrift , for a longer 
would not be suffered, the protectour made so much hast to rfynet: which h e 
might not go to til this wer done for sauing of his othe. 

(C:\'\ '2, p. 49, italics and emph asis min e) 

This strange meal was composed by Richard in a delicate way. On the morning of the 
day in question, Richard turns to the Bishop of Ely: 

.. . pater inquit ,fraga tibi in hortis audio insignia nasci, non grau atim scio Jen:11-
/um vnum tot nobilibm in prandi11m, vdut simbolum tuum confer es. Vtinam, in-
quit ille, mains aliquid tarn facile po ssim quam hoe, liben ter faciam: simulqu e 
mini strumqui adferret emittit. 
... my lord you haue very good straivberies at your gardayn e in Holb orne , I re-
quir e you let vs haue a messe of them. Gladly my lord , quod he , woulde god l 
had some better thing as redy to your pleasure as that. And therwith in al the 
hast he sent hys seruant for a messe of s/razvbe,ies. 

(CW2, p. 47, italics mine) 

In such a composition th e small berry of a red strawberry as an entree can 
met onymically anticipate the main course of bloody beheadin g. 
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In between these two extremes Richard is presented "knitting the browes, 
frowning and frotiJig and knawing on l!Js lippes," "obducto supercilio, corrugata fronte 
admorso labro" (CW'2, p. 47, italics mine; cf. Declamatio Thomae Mori Lvcianicae Respondens, 
where in 1506 the first person singular speaker describes the tyrant after he realises the 
murder of his son: "Itaque iam nunc uidere mihi uideor micantes latronis oculos 
obducta supercilia, contractam frontem, genas pallentes, denies stridentes, labra tumentia." 
That is: "Even now I seem to see the glittering eyes of the brigand, the knitted brows, 
the contracted forehead, the pale cheeks, the gnashing teeth, the swelling lips." Then the 
tyrant commits suicide 12). In his anger and anxiety, the consuming element is fretting 
and gnawing, that is, consuming a part of his own digestive system. At this point 
metabolism becomes self-destructive katabolism. 

It is worth considering that it all happened "on friday" (CW2, p. 46). Friday is 
a day of fasting traditionally, commemorating the death of the Saviour for the lives of 
many (cf., Mt 20:28). Richard, however, does not observe this custom (save the 
strawberries), but violates it, consuming flesh, that is, having Hastings executed for bis 
m,vn sake. In this way he does not reflect the Prototype of kings but becomes an 
Antitype. 

Destruction reaches its totality when Richard devises to pursue his purpose 
and have himself crowned before anybody "should haue space to dispute & digest the 
mater & make parties," that is depriving men of free assimilation, and when Edmond 
Shaa, the Mayor of London is ordered to "frame the cite to their appetite" (C\V2, p. 58, 
italics mine), that is having the people of the city assimilated. 

The experience of global and local destruction, universal and atomic 
corruption, individual and social decay is hard to digest. It can only be ruminated but 
never assimilated. 

12 The Complete U7orks of SI. Thomas Afore. Vol. 3. Tm11slalions of Luaan, ed. Craig R. Thompson (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1974) pp 122-123. 
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INTERJ-VAL C01\JTEXT 

It is the Bishop of Ely, John Morton who ruminates and helps ruminate the matters 
which are hard to digest. As it has been quoted, when he was asked for his strawberries 
he did not only send for them in haste, but before sending his servant, he replied to 
Richard: " ... woulde god I had some better thing as redy to your pleasure as that" 
(CW2, p. 47). Morton thinks first, ruminates before digesting and assimilating anything. 
At the end of History, his diplomatic words to the Duke of Buckingham would rather 
reveal some similar attitude: 

... for the weale of this realm, wherof his grace hath now the gouernance, & 
wherof I am my self one poore member, I was about to wish, that to those 
good habilities wherof he hath already right many, litle nedyng my prayse: it 
might yet haue pleased Godde for the better store, to haue geuen him some 
of suche other excellente vertues mete for the rule of a realm, as our lorde 
hath planted in the parsone of youre grace. 

(C:W2, p. 93) 

The elusive style of this concluding passage speaks about the difficulty of digestion. 
The initial approving praise is followed by some expectancy much to be desired. The 
praise expected from a man has been eluded, and the expectancy has been also passed, 
not only up to God, however, but also on to the addressed human person. Though it is 
not assimilation, yet it is rumination owing to this dual rhetoric. 

Rumination in connection with John Morton, who became Archbishop of 
Canterbury and then also Lord Chancellor of England, re-appears in the chronological 
context of History/ Histo,ia, in Utopza. For political and private, social and individual 
reasons Ivfore turns to Morton again, and takes his fictitious figures to Morton's table 
("in eius mensa," Logan, pp. 54-81, CW4, pp. 60-85) and the readers are informed of 
the discussion that took place there. The dialogue embedded within the dialogue of 
counsel serves as a demonstration and provides a practical approach to answering the 
question why one should not enter some king's service (Logan, pp. 51-55, C\'v4, pp. 
54-59). Mare's figures are invited to discuss and digest the given question and the 
possible answer in the manner of the Utopians' custom of talking during meals (Logan, 
pp. 142-143, CW4, pp. 144-145). It was Peter Giles who recommended Raphael 
I Iythlodaeus that he should assist a king with counsel. Raphael denounces it in giving 
his account of the table-talk. 

Raphael points out in his conclusion that he wants his audience to see 
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the attitude of those who had rejected what I had said first yet who, 
immediately afterward, when the Cardinal did not disapprove of it, also gave 
their approval. In fact they went so far in their flattery that they indulged and 
almost took seriously ideas that their master tolerated only as the clowning of 
a parasite. From this episode you can see how little courtiers would value me 
or my advice. 

(Logan, pp. 80-81, C\X14, pp. 84-85) 

This end reveals that Raphael cannot and will not assimilate the role of a councillor in 
spite of ruminating its possibility. 

Chewing the cud in this demonstrative talk, he speaks about the sheep which 
are themselves ruminants Q,ogan, pp. 62-67, C\v'4, pp. 65-71). It is a historical 
problem of society and economy in England. In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 
century the increase of sheep farming resulted from the rapid growth of wool industry. 
It brought about enclosure that meant large grazing lands and required little manpower. 
It all led to the destruction of many villages Q,ogan, p. 63, CW4, p. 326). \Vith such 
background information More has Raphael describing the sheep: 

Ovcs ... tarn edaces atque indomitae esse coeperunt ut homines devoret1! ipsos: 
agros, domos, oppida vastent ac depopulentur. 

(Logan, p. 62, italics mine) 

... they have become so greedy and fierce that they devour human beings 
themselves. They devastate and depopulate fields, houses and towns. 

(Logan, p. 63, C:\X/4, p. 67, italics mine) 

This actually consuming image of the demonstrative part of Book I of Utopia assumes 
mythological dimensions. This visionary description recalls 

Scyllas et C:elaenos rapaces et Laestrygonas ;"!op11!ivorvs 

Scyllas and ravenous Celaenos and folk-devouring Laestrygonians 

of the previous part of Book I dealing with Raphael's experiences, and proves that 
"similar frightful monsters are common enough ." The archetypal scope is ultimately 
emphasised by Mote's popu!ivoms, folk-devouring neologism (1 ,ogan, pp. 48-49, italics 
mine). 
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The mythic power of these sheep are so effective, that they can turn any of the 
landlords, that is, "the nobility and gentry and some godly abbots - holy men" 
("no biles et generosi atque adeo abbates aliquot, sancti v1ri"), into "an insatiable glutton 
and accursed plague of his native land" ("unus helluo inexplebilis ac dira pestis 
patriae"). 

This metabolic metamorphosis of mythic effect can be located in the only 
building preserved in the country, and it is the church. However, the church does not 
house people attending sacred rituals any more, but in a prophetic-apocalyptic way the 
sanctuary is converted into a sheep-fold. It means that there is no room for the blessing 
of the Lamb of Cod either to sa,·e humankind and to provide the bread of life for 
them any more. In this sense neither the landlords nor the religious pastors tend or 
pasture those entrusted to them, but they go about their mvn business Q,ogan, pp. 62-
63, CW4, pp. 66--67). 

Following the table-talk, the misconduct of these roles is also echoed in the 
third, theoretical part of Book I: 

... magis ad princip::m cam pertincre curam ut populo bene sit suo quam ut 
sibi, non aliter ac paswn, officium est oves potius quam semet pascere, 
quatenus opilo est. 

(Logan, pp. 90-92) 

... it is the king', c.lutY to take more care of his people's welfare than of his 
own, just .is it is rhc dut:.· of a shepherd who cares about his job to feed the 
sheep rather than himself. 

(Logan, pp. 91-93, CW4, pp. 94-95) 

.!\ccording to the rablc:-ralk. the consequences are devastating: destruction of 
settlements, degradation of people. economic malfunction, cultural and social de,·iance. 

Finishing his discourse on the sheep, Raphael points out some ways to a 
solution: reconstrncring ser:-lements, restoring agriculture, and moderating the wool 
industry, for example. Hi, socio-economic proposals \.vere rejected by the lawyer 
present at the rnble. In this rumination, lbphael could not digest the unbearable socio-
economic problem one had to face in England, and he could not make his proposals 
either understood or assimilated. On the one hand, his proposals were rebuffed by the 
lawyer, on the other hand. Cardinal Morton made reservations in the form of 
questions. 
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This reservation almost alludes to the failure of rumination as digestion is 
dubious and assimilation is questionable . Rehearsing the table-talk, Raphael 's attitud e 
and ironic remark as a conclusion can finally sound reasonable: 

... ut hinc possis aestimare quanti me ac mea consilia aulici forent aes timaturi . 
(Logan, p. 80) 

From this you can estimate how little the courtiers would estimat e me or my 
advice. 

(Logan, p. 81, CW4 , pp. 84-85 ) 

The estimation of thi s remark alludes to nil. 

_AilUSJI,E (,Q,\l TE XT 

In More's composition, what Hythl oda eus denounced also affected Morus, and 
Raphael' s reaction mu st have influenced his ruminative conclusion, too, at the end of 
Utopia when :rviorus, "being left thinkin g" on whatever was related by Rapha el ("pauc a 
mihi succurrebant" ), "took him by the hand and led him in to supper" ("manu 
apprehend ens intro cenatum duco" ): 

... facile confiteor permulta esse in Utopi ensium republica quae in nostri s 
civitatibus opta,im veriu s quam sperarim. 

(Logan, pp. 246-248, italics min e) 

.. .I readily admit that in the Utopian comm onwealth there are ve ff man y 
features that in our society I would rather wish than expect to see. 

(Logan, pp. 246-24 9, CW4, pp . 244-24'7 ) 

The effect of Raphael on Marus can be emphasised by th e latter' s use of th e former's 
vo cabulary in a pre viou s para graph in a similar con tex t: 
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... hanc republicae formam, quam omnibus libente r optan·m, Utop iensibu s 
saltem conti gisse gaudeo .. 

(Logan, p. 246, italics min e) 
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... I am glad that the Utopians at least have been lucky enough to achieve this 
republic which I wish for all mankind ... 

(cf Logan, p. 247, CW4, p. 245) 

However, Morus' concluding remark does not only echo Raphael, but he also repeats 
himself. 

In the theoretical third part of Book I, ruminating on the role of a more 
practical version of philosophy than academic that could be employed "in the council 
of kings" (Logan, pp. 94-97, CW4, pp. 98-101), Morns outlines the possible tactics 
relying on an extended stage-metaphor. More, \Vriting this part back in England, makes 
it more precise with an authentic though common sea-and-ship metaphor: 

... est alia philosophia civilior quac suam novit scacnam, eique sese 
acc6modans, in ea fabula quae in manibus est suas partes concinne et cum 
decore tutatur. 1 Tac utendum est tibi.. Corruperis... perverterisquc 
praesentem fabulam dum diversa permisces, etiamsi ea quae tu adfers mcliora 
fuerint. Quaecumque fabula in manu est, earn age quam pates optime, neque 
idea totam perturbes quad tibi in mentem venit alterius quae sit lepidor. 
Sic est in republica, sic in consultationibus principum. Si radicitus evelli non 
possint opiniones pravae nee receptis usu ,·itiis mederi queas ex animi tui 
sententia, non ideo tamen deserenda respublica est, et in tempestate navis 
destituenda est, quoniam Yentos inhibere non possis. At neque insuetus et 
insolens sermo inculcandus quern scias apud divcrsa persua sos pondus non 
habiturum, sed obliquo ductu conandum est atqut adnitendum tibi uti pro tua 
Yirili omnia tractes commode, et quad in bonum nequis vertcre efficias saltem 
ut sit quam minime malum. Nam ut omnia bene sint fieri non potest, nisi 
omnes boni sint, quod ad aliquot adhinc annos adhuc non exJpecto. 

(Logan, pp. 94-96, italics mine ) 

... there is another philosophy, more practical for statesmen, which knows its 
stage, adapts itself to the play in hand, and acts its part neatly and 
appropriately. This is the philosophy for you to use ... You pervert a play and 
ruin it when you add irrelevant speeches, even if they are better than the play 
itself. \Vhatever play is in hand, act it as best you can, and do not spoil it just 
because you think of another which has more interest. 
So it is in the commonwealth , so it is in the councils of monarchs. If you 
cannot pluck up bad ideas by the root, or cure long-standin g evils to your 
heart's desire, you must not therefore desert the commonwealth, as you must 
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not give up the ship becau se you cannot control the winds. You must not 
deliver strange and out-of-the-way speeches to people o f opp osite conviction 
with whom they will carry no weight. Instead, by an indirect approach, you 
must seek and strive as best you can to handle everythin g tactfully - and \vhat 
you cannot turn to good, you may at least make as little bad as possible. for it 
is impossible to make everything goo d unless all men are good, which I do 
not expect to see for quite a few years yet. 

(cf. Logan, p. 97, C\X/4, pp . 99-101) 

l\lth ough all these could be taken as a rehearsal of the later More in royal service, yet 
on the part of 1forus, thi s last senten ce in Rook I anticipates the end of the rehear sed 
discou rse in Rook II, keeping the idea of wishing and th e reality of expectancy apar t. 
\Vith this, rumination goe s on without proper assimilation except for the assimilati on 
of the two parts of Utopia by T\fore. 

Between these assimilatin g matters there is another telling comment by Maru s. 
It precedes the closure of the comp osite of the two bo oks. After Raphael finished his 
accou nt o f U topia, and before taking him in to supper , Moru s was left thinkin g on 
some o f the absurd laws and customs of the Utopians, but he does not disclose hi s 
reservati ons, rather resence s them for his own later rumin atio n (Logan, pp. 246-249, 
C\'('4, p. 244), and then he add s: 

. . . aliud nobis tempus eisdem de rebus altius cogitandi atq ue uberius cum eo 
conferendi fore. Qu od utinam aliquando contingeret. 

(Loga n , p. 248) 

... there would be another time for thinking of the se matters more thoro ughl y 
and for talking them on: r in more detail. \Vould that this wc uld happen some 
d,w1 

(cf. Logan, p 249, C\\ , p. 2-~5) 

The imperfect subjunctive in the Latin implies a msus irrealis, a case never to be realiser;. 
The content and attitude of this fragment alludes to the reaction of the ,\theni,ms to Sc. 
Paul's discourse before the Council of the Areopagus as it is rehearsed in The ".c:ld,· ,f the 
Apostles (17:22c33). St Paul preach es on the knowledge o f (:;.od, a theme very popular 111 

the propaganda of contemp oraq r Hellenistic Judaism .1' Paul's speech ,vas termi nated 
with the exclamation by the Greek audience (Acts 17:32): 

13 ,\lexandcr Jone s, ed., The Jmaalem Bible (Londo n: Darton , Longman and Todd, 1966), p .23 ln . 
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1\udiemus te de hoe iterum. 

\Ve would like to hear you talk about this again. 

This sudden interruption really meant that the people present could not swallow St 
Paul's thoughts. Though it was a fiasco, Paul's failure in Athens was all but complete; 
from now on he refus es to use the devices of Greek philosophy and follows another 
course: 

As for me, brothers, when I came to you, it was not with any show of oratory 
or philosophy, but simpl y to tell you what God had guaranteed. During my 
stay with you the only knowledge I claimed to have was about Jesus, and only 
about him as the crucifi ed Christ. 

(1 Cor 2:1-2 ) 

The same is the case with Ivfore. In spite of the popularity of the genre of the 
speculum, the mirr or of princes (Eras mu s, Institutio Ptincipis C'hristiani [1516], 
Machiavelli, II Pnncipe [1513], see also CW4, pp . clxxi-clxxix ), More had other points to 
consider and articulate, ,.vhich he was already ruminating in Utopia. However, :tviore 
must have started it earlier, ,vhen he translated The Life of Giovanni Pico de/la J,,1imndola as 
a speculum of Christian humani sts, and three of his letters, his interpretation o f Psalm 
16, his twelve rule s of a Christian life, his twelve rules of a perfect lover and his 
deprecatory hymn to God in 1504 before Utopia; and after Utopia, apart from his letters 
written in the defence of humani sm he turned to religiou s matt ers from Re.1ponsio ad 
Lutherum (1523) through A Dialogue Concerning Heresies (1529) and A Dialogue ol Com.for/ 
against T tibulation (1534) to De T tistzlia Christi (1534-35), in which he urges his spiritual 
companion to meditate and ruminate (meditetur ac ruminet ). 14 

Thomas l\fore has realised this rumination in Utopia when in the theoretical 
third part of Book I he gives the essence of spemlum regum: 

... magis ad principem eam pertincre curam ut populo bene sit suo quam ut 
sibi, non aliter ac pastoris officium est potius quam semet pasce re , quatenu s 
opilio est. 

(Logan, pp . 90-92 ) 

1•1 The Complete Works o/St. Thomas More. Vol. 14. De Tristitia Chtisti, ed. Clarence IJ. 1viiller (New llaven: 
Yale University Press, 197 6) p. 253. 
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.. .it is the king's duty to take more care of his people's welfare than of his 
own, just as it is the duty of a shepherd who cares about his job to feed the 
sheep rather than himself. 

(Logan, pp. 91-93, C:W4, pp. 94-95) 

On the one hand, More relies indirectly on the Old Testament, the prophets Jeremiah 
and Ezekiel (cf. CW4, p. 367n) : 

Doorn for the shepherd s who ... who have not taken care of [the flock]. 
(cf. _)er 23:1-2) 

Trouble for the shepherds of Israel who feed themselves! Shepherds ought to 
feed their flock, yet you have. . . failed to feed the flock, You have failed to 
make weak sheep strong, or to care for the sick ones, or bandage the 
wounded ones ... my shepherds have stopped botherin g about my flock, since 
my shepherds feed themsel ves rather than my flock .. 

(Ezk 34:26--8) 

On the other hand, More directly alludes to the New Testament, The GoJpel according to 
Saint John in which Jesus tells the parable of the model shepherd On 10:1-18, cf. Ezk 
34:11-31): 

I am the model shepherd; 
I know my own 
and mine know me 

(Jn 10:14) 

In biblical language 'knowled ge' is not merely a conclusion of an in tellectual proc ess, 
but also the fruit of an 'experience' (cf. Lk 15:5), a pe rso nal contact (cf. Jn l0:3b-4 , 
14:20, 17:21-22). The model sheph erd o f this .1peculum pufctionis regum is noble bec ause 
he is willing to protect his sheep even in risking his o"vn life for them (cf., Jn 10:116 , 
15c, 176) which is an expressi on of absolute dedication .15 

Re-considering Utopia, however, it turns out, that More was privately dedicat ed 
to this model. The source of this dedication can be recognis ed right at the start of 
Urutopia, or to be more preci se, after satisfying the requiremen ts of dedication and the 

15 Raymond E. Brown, The GOJpel according lo John. Vol. 1. (l ,ondon : <_;eoffrey Chapman, 1971, rpt. 1978) pp . 
383-400. 
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lines of relating the circumstances of the discourse, and before the beginning of 
Morus's account of his meeting Hythlodaeus. In such a constellation, the lines of 
conventional dedication arc in a peculiarly tight relationship with the narrator's privat e 
dedication. The following revelatory lines illuminate the point in question: 

I-lun e quum die quadam in templo divae Mariae ... rei rlivinae interfuissem , 
atqu e peracto .racro pararem indc in hospitium redire .. 

(Logan, p. 42, italics mine) 

One day I had been at divine .remice in No tre Dame ... mass being over , I was 
about to return to my lodgings ... 

(cf. I ,ogan, p. 43, CW4, p. 49, italics min e) 

Morus's dedication takes its origm from the Mass commemorating the Last Supper 
when Jesus taught his disciples through a discourse during the meal that anticipated the 
sacrifice of Christ. He is the "L ord of lords and the King of kings" and also the 
"Lamb" (Rev 17: 14), who as a shepherd "lays down his life" for his sheep ( cf., Jn 
10:116, 15c, 176, 186) "that they may hav e life and have it to the full" On 10:lOd-e). 
One can participate in it by attending the Mass. Mass consists of two part s: the Liturgy 
of th e \Vord and the Liturgy of the Eucharist. In the first part one can ruminate the 
\Vord of God as food for thought, and in the second part one can consume the Br ead 
of Lif e as food for the soul. . \nyon e who com es to this table "will never be hungry" (Jn 
6:35c). 

Having been weighed against this service, there is no wonder that the offer of 
royal serv ice needs to be pondered and ruminated . More in Utopia tries assimilating the 
king's service but he does (;od's first. 

PROPOSED IN TERl'RETATl I ·E CON TEXT 

Having surveyed some contextual aspects of Utopia, it might be deemed well advisable 
to consider rumination as the nature of Mare's way of thinking. Neither the struct ure 
nor the contents, not even the relation between the structure and the contents seem to 
be profitable enou gh to taste Utopia aJ equately. Rumination proposes itself as the 
expedi ent method that can take the read er closer to More - and mo re realism in 
connectio n with Utopia. 
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Reading Thomas Mare's works, one can recogni se the ruminative character 
that dominates his works of art from the cell in the C:harterhouse through his legal 
career and political performance to the cell in the Tower. 

More's torso, his Hfrtory/Historia remained undigested in spite of its well 
known end. His completely composed Utopia also waits for assimilation despit e its 
comforting start. The ambiguity of these closures opens unlimited possibilities for the 
realisation of rumination both for the reader and for More . 

In this sense , Utopia is a "libellu s vere aureus," that is "a truly golden 
handbook" (cf. Logan, pp. 1-2 , CW4 , the title pages of the text) . It is golden, but not 
only because it is a gold-mine of diverse topics, not only because it tries hard to work 
out the golden mean that it cannot, and not only becau se its structure resembles the 
beginning of the golden ratio (the sequence of the Fibonacci numbers: [1 :2]) from the 
point of view of the length of Book I compared to that of Book II. If it were golden 
from any of these respects only, it would denounce itself, remembering that according 
to the Utop ians "aurum suapte natura tarn inutile" Qaogan, p. 154) "gold is so useless 
by its very nature" (cf. Logan, p. 155, C\'(14, p. 157). However, it is a really golden book, 
because it does not provide answers ready made for decisive questio ns, but becau se it 
offers a profitable value, an expedie nt method for reading, writing, and thinking, that is 
rumination, that can be adapted and employed by anybody. 

Thus fulfilling the requirements of the humanist virtues of honesta s and 
utilitas, the reader is neith er allowed to face pessimism nor encouraged to entertain 
optimism , but he is invited to nourish realism. More and more. 
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Zsolt Konuiromy 

Echoing Innocence 

The Figures of Memory and Echo in Blakean Pastoral 

"sit tibi copia nostri" 
(Ovid, Metamorphow) 

Of all goddesses, perhaps J'vinemosyne, the mother of the Muses received the harshest 
treatment from some of those romantic poets who regarded art as the supreme form of 
knowledge. Blake and Coleridge, who ,vere .equally eager to crown poetry, ,vith the 
same gesture seem to have been also eager to dethrone the governing deities of the arts. 
This may have its reasons in the history of ideas, but seems strange enough a gesh1re to 
provoke one into questioning. The particular question I am intrigued by is if the 
Goddess of Memoi-y is indeed so easy to forget. 

"Imagination has nothing to do with Memory," claims \Villiam Blake, scolding 
\Vordsworth in one of his marginalia. 1 Though the statement vmuld not bear much 
scrutiny with respect to \Vordsworth's best poetry, it comes as no surprise from Blake, 
and \'v'ordsworth and Coleridge also repeatedly made like claims in their critical 
writings. Particularly Blake's and Coleridge's rejection of memory as a part of the 
creative process has to do with their fundamental rejection of Locke's views on 
perception and knowledge, and is part of their forceful assertion of the creativity of the 

1 David Erdman, ed.: The Complete Poet1J a11d Prose ol IVi!!iam Blake Commentary by Harold Bloom. Newly 
Revised edn. (New York, etc.: D,rnbleday, 1988.), p.666. Quotations from Erdman's edition of Blake's 
texts will be henceforth indicated in the text and abbreviated as E. 
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imagination. There is, thus, an obvious context in which the attacks on memory in the 
prose writings of these poet s arise as a theoretical neces sity for the formulation of their 
idea s. There is, however, a wider context in which the in sistenc e on excluding mem ory 
from the imaginative proce ss may appear far more radical a ges ture than an oppositi on 
to certain ideas of Lock e. \'(!hen Blake expresses this opposition in terms of the 
rejection of the Daught ers of Memory, he is not only personifying a mental proce ss, 
but rejecting a metaphor . H e is not only arguing a point of philo soph y or psychol ogy, 
but is claiming to exclude from po etry a trope that is conventi onally very much a part 
of poetry. Put yet another way, he is not only saying that Lockean "reflection " is no 
par t of imaginative percepti on, nor only that adherenc e to such a perception lock s one 
up in the "animal self-absorpti on" of Selfl10od.2 He is also claiming that poetry is not 
presided over by the Muse s, and with that he is brushin g aside th e meanings that may be 
involved in the existence of the convention accordin g to which the Muses arc the 
goddesses of the arts. 

There is, I think , a distinction to be made be tween treating memory as a mental 
process , and memory as a metaph or for the imagin atio n . In a critique of Loc ke, we ate 
referrin g to it as a mental proce ss; in asking what the rejecti on of the Muses may do to 
poetr y - and this is the question I want to ask here - we are referring to mem ory as a 
metaphor. The two, of course, are not unrelated. I am neverthel ess stressing this 
difference even before clarifying their relation, or the term s in which I want to discuss 
mem ory , because I want to indicat e that my enquiries in this essay do not directly relate 
to memory as a mental proc ess -- points of psychol ogy or of the philosophy of the 
mind are not among my concerns. Neither is it the peculiar ways Blake thou ght o f 
perception and imagination that I wish to reflect on. \Xl'hen asking what role the 
rejection of memory has in Blake 's poetry, I am asking abou t the work of a figure, or 
the result s of its exclusion, in poe tic texts, in tl1e hope of coming to some kind of 
und ers tanding of how , and towards what, tho se texts work H ere I want to begin to 
exami ne this ilirough the analysis of a particular exampl e, concentrating on only one 
segment of Blake's work, th e state he calls Innocenc e. Firs t, however, I want to outlin e 
what I mean by treating memory as a figure. 

2 Frye, in Fearful 5_ymmehy. A St11tfy of IVi/liam Blake (Prince ton , N J : Princeton Un iversity Pre ss, 1947) pp.15 
and p.58, tells us that " Blake always refer s to Locke's reflection as 'mem ory"' and that Selfho od 1s l3lake's 
term "used ... to replace 'memor y' and 'reflection '." 
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THE FIGURE OF MEM ORY 

That imagination does have something to do with memory finds one of its oldest 
expressions in the family kinship between Mnemosyne, goddess of memory, and the 
Muses, the presiding deitie s of imaginative works. When Blake expresses his rejecti on 
of memor y in terms of the rejection of the Muses, he is attacking , and getting involved 
in , the metaphor that expres ses the relation of two mental processes through divine 
genealog y. Thus, when we are asking what it is that Blake is rejecting, we are in a 
context where the question about the relation of imagination and memory is a questi on 
about divine genealogy; in other words, asking about the origin of the idea that these 
mental process are related, is asking about the origin of 11nem osyne: why is it memory 
that is thought to mother the Muses, what are the featur es attributed to memory that 
make it suitable for fostering the imagination? 

On the one hand , it seems fair enough to ask such a question, because as most 
scholars of myth seem to agree, these origins and genealogies are explicatory of the 
world .3 But as such, they, in a certain sense, functi on as figure s of speech: their 
'explanations' are not direct (not p sychological, philosophical, speculative, discur sive, 
etc), they say more, or something other, than the actual words convey. On the first 
level, they are allegorie s; but , on the next level, they are more than one -to -one-
correspondences and creat e explanations more by metaph orical than by allegorical 
means; furthermore, they are not fixed stories, they hav e versions, they arc recreat ed, 
and in the process of this recreatio n the metaphors alter; in these alterations, howe ver, 
the 'o riginal' metaphor do es not vanish, but in fact plays an acti\'e part in th e very 
proc ess of alteration s, its figuratin sense shaping the new figure . Mythography thu s 
seems often to resembl e an endless hunt after metaphor s 'standin g behind ' metaphor s. 

Thus, on the other hand, such line of enquir y may not take us very far, becau se 
in trying to unfold the meanin g of a metaphor ,ve can only arrive at other met aph ors . 
\Ve need not proceed to discuss the parents of Mnemosyne and what the y arc 
metaphorical of, because it is now clear that this would lead not to a final 
understanding of the relation o f memory and irnagination, but only to more metaphor s 
that would need to be unfold ed, which ,vould have to be unfolded through oth er 
metaphors - etcetera. However, the re is something Yery important to be learned from 

3 Scho lars of such different disposition as fvlircea Eliade or G. S. Kirk cou ld both be recalled as authoritie s 
arguing along these lines. 
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obs erving this. \Ve learn that not only the elem ents of , but genealogies themselve s are 
metaphors; and thu s we learn that the figurative meaning of genealogies cannot be 
oth er but that we cannot find our way out of metaphor s to some hyp othetically purel y-
discurs ive explanati on (e.g. psychological or phil oso phical ) . 

Th ere is perhap s no clearer example for this than th e relation of Mne rno syne 
and the l\Iu ses . Th e stories establishing the origins in ,vhich we seek the expl ana tion of 
the relation of memory and imagination prove to be the origins, in the end, not of the 
dei ties, but of literature, of imaginativ e constructs -- wh ich of cour se are themsel ves 
pre sided over by deities, who are mothered by Memory. Th at is to say, the figurative 
imp ort of the ori,gins of the Muses and of l\1nemosyn e is to remind us that we do not 
kncrw the ong ins and can never go beyond imagining them. T o the question why the 
Muses originate in l\In emosyne, why imagination originates in memory, we can onl y get 
an answer that is the work of the imagination, which itself claim s its origin to be 
memory. l\Ine mosyne cannot be got around: in enquirin g about the origin s of 
Mn emo syne and the Muses, the Mus es are our guid es, and they will vindicat e the 
plau sibility of their answers by directing us to the realm of Mn em osyne herself. The 
child indeed bec omes mother to the wo man , to alter the gender in \Vordswor th's 
famous line attached to one of the major roma ntic statements on the relation of 
mem ory and imaginati on.4 Thi s, in turn, gives us a clue as to the meanin g of the 
meta phor i\foe mo syne expres ses, which is the very vanity of trying ro ascet tain origins. 
If 'm emory' thu s expr esses the necessar y presence in our explan ations of a m enta l 
proc ess tha t is imagina tive, we can only gra sp the relation bet ween m em ory and 
i!Tiagina tion as memory being a metaphor for the imaginatio n.5 

To see what it is tha t Blake rejects wh en rejec ting memory thro ugh dismissing 
the i\,luses, we therefo re have to .rephr ase the initial question and ask why , then , is it 
'memory' that is thought a fit metaphor for the imagination? .As we have seen , mythic 
genealogy wor ks by explaining one metapho r through ano th er. The metaphor stand ing 
behind the figure we are trying to unfold is the vindi cauon for the meaning of that 
figure . Thu s we arrive at the final form of our qu estion : why is it m cmo rv th;1t 

4 " The ChilJ is father of the ]\.Ian" runs a line of the I 80'.'. lyric beg innin g "lvly heart leap s up ,vhrn I 
bd1o ld / f\ rainbow in the sky." \Vordsworrh later arrached the stan za as epigraph to the Imm ort ality Od e. 
5 "i\l yrho logical statem ents ," says a critic argu ing in a diff erent context along similar line s, "lead to 
'lucs tions. T hen follow s somethin g stran ge, for ro these questions on ly the sro ry itself can mak e an answer. 
The myth turn s back upon itself becau se it is a q//estin11 that Jig11res its OIJJ// reply ( .. ) .Thi s ... is no t muddl e or 
mysti fication, however, but a11 111dicatio11 of method." Eliza bet h Sewell, The 01phic Voice. Poet1y afld 1\Ja/ttm! 
History. (Ne w l [aven : Yale University Pr ess, 1960) p.4, emph ases min e. 
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vindicates imagination? We have two mental process that seem to be metaphorically 
related. \'{!hat are the points of similarity that make this metaphor possible, and what 
are the points of difference that endow the metaphor with expressive power? The point 
of similarity I think is this: memory as a mental process is itself a form of imagination 
inasmuch as it presents to the mind what is not immediately given to the senses. The 
important distinction bet:w'een memory and imagination in this respect is that memory 
presents to the mind what has once, in some form, been already present to it. This is a 
restriction that does not, in theory, apply to the imagination: we are free to imagine 
whatever our capacities enable us to, while we can only remernber what has (mentally 
or physically) taken place. 6 It is this similarity and this difference that makes memory 
capable of vindicating imagination, and thus this is the meaning of Mnemosyne 
standing behind the Muses: memory metaphorically grants a truth-claim for the 
imagination. If we remember what we imagine, what we imagine has in some sense 
taken place, and is therefore not mere make-believe but true. The Muses are not just 
blabbering any phantasmagoria but - because they are the Daughters of Memory -- are 
telling us truths. 

Let us throw light on this matter from another angle to see how this 
metaphorical vindication of imagination works in literature. 1 will use the most obvious 
example, the epic convention of invocation, where the poet directly calls on the Muses. 
The figurative role of the invocation, due to the genealogy of the Muses who are being 
called on (the first 'metaphor' standing behind a convention, behind which stands 
another metaphor, Mnemosyne), is a plea for the refreshing of the poet's 1nemnry The 
poet must tell a story; not merely a story of make-believe, but a story that (in some 
sense or other) has happened - since an epic is to fulfil the function of accounting for 
the world, the nation, the origins and ends of our life within the time knmvn to us, it 
cannot afford to be put down to make-believe. However, the poet cannot remember 
the events he is to recite, as they took place before his lifetime, or often, when events of 
heaven or hell, or Olympus are also involved, before that of any man. Thus he must ask 
the Daughters of Memory to render him a service and help him recall what he would 

6 lr may be a separate question, of course, if our capacities enable us to imagine anything that has not in 
some sense taken place. This is a question that mav well pertain to one of the arch-c1uestions of art-
theories, which is if the artistic imagination creates anything new or merely imitates what is in some sense -
physically, historically or even only on the level of platonic ideas - given. Luckily it is not our concern to 

answer this c1uestion, but it should be noticed that its very emergence in this line of thought indicates the 
degree to which the relation between memory and imagination penetrates thinking about art; it indicates, in 
other words, that Memory seems to be present in the foundations of the concept of imagination. 
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have no way of recalling on his own account. Neither could the poet ask his listeners to 
believe that what he says is in any sense true and thus should matte r for them, unless be 
could claim that he is helped to remember what he himself could never have seen by 
deities who were 'actually pr esent' at the events recited, and whose memories are 
therefore to be trusted. 

Such a description of the convention of epic invoc ation ma y seem simplified 
almos t into silliness, bu t the convention itself does seem to mak e sense as an acting 011t of 
a figure. Figurativel y ·we are not only talking about the limited memories of the poet, bu t 
the limits of the human mind , and the limits of human kno wledge: thi s knowled ge may 
embrace the whole of time, but it is limited by time , i.e. it cannot reach beyond it as 
kno1v!edge into the realm where divinities dwell. Therefo re, the figurative sense of th e 
invoca tion, asking the l\fose s to help to remember, is in fact the poet's claim that he will 
sing of times immemorial. This also implies that poetry pre sided over by the Daughter s 
of Memory is in some sense concerned with beginnin gs and ends, with Creation and 
Apoca lypse, with origins and with truth. The service the Daughters of Memory render 
is in fact the guiding of the mind into realms beyond time. 

\Xie find that the fact that imagination can and does move in a realm beyon d 
time is expressed by a 'metaph or' (the Muses) that figur es human memory as reaching 
beyond time. The human mind can encompass what is within time by its ability to 
rem em ber. To rememb er what is beyond time, divine assistance is needed, and qui te 
naturally, this assistance should come from the Daught ers of Memory. If mytholo gical 
figun:s are, as it were, met aphors relating to the world ,.v-i.thin time, the Muses are 
ind eed meta phors for human memory and expiicativ e of ,vhat imaginative speech does. 
Their assistan ce, in a sense then, is nothing but the figurative express ion of that ,vhich 
is unve rifiable by human know ledge, of speech about the hum anly unkno wab le, of 
spee ch about beginnin gs and end $, about truth. \Xie find that the figur e 0f l'v1nemosyne 
loom ing behind works of imaginati on is itself a trope for the tru th-cl aim of the 
imagination. Thus, we find therefore that memor y is not only a for m of imaginati on as 
a rela ted mental process, but is in fact the figure fur the imag ination , a figure groun ding 
the importance and validity of ima ginative discourse within man's ver bal wisdom . 

It is such transiti ons of meaning that characte rise figures of speech, as ind eed, 
we have reason to think of my thic characters and stori es as functioning like figure s of 
speec h. In discussing the role of memo ry in poetr y, it is such a 'figure of memor y' that I 
want to concentrate on. I find 'figur e' or ' trope' the appropriate express ion bec ause we 
are not talking about mental processe s, but me anings that literary convention has 
attached to them. When Blake dismisses the Dau ghter s of Memory thus, he is not only 
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quarrelling with Locke or the imaginative quality of the works of classical antiquity, but 
I think he is also dismissin g the figure of memory. However, as we have seen in our 
glance at the nature of myth as a kind of a trope, as a figure of speech, and as we know 
from the renewed concerns with rhetoric and with the figurative power of language 
our century has ,vitnessed in philosophy and literary theory, figurative expression 
carries in its nature a tendency for not staying stable. \Ve can expect the figure of 
memory itself to keep altering. That is to say, to observe the role of memory not as a 
mental process but as a figure in specific imaginative texts, the task is not simply to pin 
down instances where we can catch glimpses of fixed meanings carried by literary 
conventions (such as an invocation); but much rather to observe how the texts alter the 
figure and how the figure shapes the texts in their interaction. Blake's case in this 
respect seem s especially interesting, because he explicitly exiles the Muses from his 
work. 'w1rnt happen s to the figure of memory in this process can thus account for some 
of the things happening in Blake's texts. \'(,'e have seen how difficult it is to get around 
Mnemosyne. Blake's attempt to do so can thus be expected to be an important element 
of the shaping of his poem s. 

BLAKE '.r REDEFINITION OF THE FIGL'RE OF A1EMORY 

That for Blake the Daughters of :t.-Iemor y inde ed determine the kind of poetry one 
comes to write becomes clear from, among st others, some of the passages of A Vision 
~(The l .£1st Judgement. 

The Las t Jud gement is not Fable or !\llcgory but Vision. Fable or Allegory are 
a totally distinct & inferior kind of Poetr y. Vision or Imagination is a 
Representation of what Et ernally Exi sts. Really & Unchangeably. Fable or 
Allegory is Formed by the Daughter s of 1viemory. Imagination is Surrounded 
by the Daughters of Inspir~:tlon whom the aggregate arc called .Jerusalem 

(E554) 

The distinction Blake makes here is often cited in explaining the difference 
between the kind of visionary poetry Blake called for, and imaginative writin g which 
Blake labels 'Fa ble or Allegory.' The difference depends on substituting the Daughters 
of Memory with the Daughters of Inspiration, and with that, on excluding memory 
from what Blake means by Imagination. The last sentence of thi s quote ma y be rather 
enigmatic without further explications of Blake's terms, yet even in the state of being 
innocent of Blake's terminology, one can notice a further difference, namely that the 
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Muses 'form ,' while the Daughters of Inspiration 'surround,' which suggests that their 
role in imaginative work is no t so much an activity, but merely a presence: they need to 
be recog nised as being present instead of, like the Muses, bein g asked to remind. Let us 
also side-step the complexities of what Blake means by Jerusalem' throughout his work 
and simply read '.Jerusalem' as the Holy City - even this under standing directs us right 
back to "what Eternally Exists. Really & Unchangeably." This, then, on the one hand is 
the aggregate of the Dau ghters of Inspiration, and on the ot her it is what Imaginati on 
represents. Imagination , then, is not so much a mean s to artistic forming, but the 
reco,gnition of the existence of what is unchangeably real; it is not so much a mental activity 
enhancing a specific way of speaking, but rather a mental state enhanc ing a specific way 
of seeing. Hence the virtual identity of Imagination and Vision in Blake. 

This already tells us something about the point where Blake deviates from the 
figure of memory: he doe s not need the help of the Muses, because the poet must see all 
that they could tell us about. \'{'hy this is so, we can begin to gather from a passa ge a 
little further on: 

Jupiter usurped the Throne o f his Father Saturn & brought 011 an Iron Age & 
Begat on Mnemosyne or Memory the Greek Muses which arc not In spiration 
as the Bible is. Reality was Forgot & the vanities of Time & Spac e only 
Remembered & called Reality. Such 1s the JYughty difference between 
Allegoric Fable & Spiritu al Mystery. Let it here be Noted that the Greek 
Fables originated 111 Spiritual Mystery & Real Visions and Real Visions Which 
are lost & clouded in Fable and Allegory while the l·Iebre\V Bible and the 
Gree k Gospel are Genuine Preserved by the Saviours Mercy. The Nature of 
my \X1ork is Visionary or Imaginative it is an Endeavour to Restore what the 
Ancients called the Golden Age 

(l':555) 

The begetting of the Daughters of Memory, as we learn from this passage, is a part of 
man 's Fall , or, in classical terms, of the decline of the Golden 1\ ge into the Iron Age. 
To Blake's mind, memory encompasses only life within time and space, which 
themselves only arise in a fallen state, and which are thus erroneously called reality. On 
this account, Blake seems to be cutting out with surgical precision the very heart of the 
figure of memory. Blake is saying that in the state where only time and space are 
remembered, reality is forgotten. Now, we have seen that in its figurative sense , 
memory was a going-beyond-time, precisely the opposite of what Blake here seem s to 
be saying. We have speculated that the figure of memory is expressive of ima gination 's 
journeys be yond (actuall y remembered) time, whereas for Blake, time and space mark 
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out the limits of memor y, and within these limits the poet is restricted to '1\llegory and 
Fable.' It seems, then, that Blake is not merely dismissin g the Mus es, but inverting the 
role the figure of memory gives th em. 

Yet that "Unchang eable Reality" which belongs to the Go lden Age and which 
Blake aims to "Restore" is not described as disappearing or becoming invisible, non-
existent , but as having been forgotten. Is it merel y splitting hairs to make such a 
distinction (after all, what is forgotten is invisible to the mind 's eye), or is it - as I tend 
to think the case is - ind eed significant that Blake sticks to a term within the semantic 
spher e of remembrance to describe the non-exist enc e of something (here the Golden 
Age) in the mind's eye? There may be several explanation s for his use of the word 
'Forgo t.' The most obvious one is the pressure of the figurative language employed: in 
describin g how memory blots out Reality, we are merely sticking to the metaphor used 
\Vhen de scribing this process as the forgetting of that Reality. Another explanation, 
along similar lines, is that the word is used to empha sise th e destructive work of 
memory, namel y that it is not a recollection, but inst ead a forgetting of final thin gs. 
Thi s explanation suggests a higher degree of consciousness in using the word, as it is 
not merely produced by the rhetorical swing of the passage but by an analytical 
approach to the nature of memor y, according to which memory, by marking out what 
is rem embered, also defin es what is forgotren. For Blake, what matters is what is 
forgotten. Yet this second explanat ion leads to a third thought: for if what is 
rem ember ed and what is forgotten define each other in bina ry opposition, Blake's use 
of the ,vord "Forgot" signals that his denouncing of mem ory does not mean he would 
hav e done away with the figure of memory, i.e. that he wou ld have gone beyond 
meraphoric remembering. H e chims he aims to rest ore rhe Golden Age, which is 
beyond memor y. He aims to re store what 1s forgotten - and how else could this be 
done if not by extendin g memor y further , re storin g to it the forgo tten. If Blake want s 
to " Restore" what is "For go t," he may as well say that he wants to remember it. 

Of course, th ere is a reason why Blake does 110! say this, and my intention is not 
to pr eten d that Blake is contradicting himself. The prev 10usly quoted passage has 
shown us that he docs not \Vant to remember the Gold en .\ge, he wants mstead to see 
it. The difference is in the imm ediacy of the exper ience: remembering is seeing at a 
remove (it is the recalling of what 1s nor immediately given , Locke's 'reflection' and 
abstraction) , while Blake' s Vision is an experience always immediate and particular. 
Thus to extend his memo ry furthe r is precisely what he refuses to do, as that would 
resu lt in the wrong kind of imaginatio n. Yet to avoid thi s fallacy, he claims to "Restore" 
wha t is "Forgot" - which is, after all, precisely what the Muses help the poet do , and 
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which, thu s, is identical to the figure of memor y. Mn emo syne is there, loomin g behind 
Blake 's "En deavour, " and thus a huge part of th e endeavou r is to exile the goddess. 

To resolve th e latent contradiction helps us in understandin g Blake's meanings. 
For instance , it follows from the above that by 'res tor ing' he m eans (belying the prefix 
're- ') imm ediate pre sentation . Th is in turn mean s that the Golden Age is for Blake not a 
past to be remembered, nor a futur e to be proph esied, but a pr esent to be recog nised -
the analysis of what he means by the Daughters of Inspirati on also pointed in this 
directi on . Once rec ognised as pr esent, the tim e-marker in th e notion 'prese nt' 
disapp ears because we have reco gnised an Etern al Present, and have reach ed a stat e 
beyond time (the go lden age or red emption). 

T hese are all-important shifts in meanin gs of wor ds , and to under stand them is 
of great help in comin g to some kind of an under standing of Blake. Yet the endeavour 
of his im agination is not so diffe rent from the one we have no ted as carri ed in the 
figur e o f memor y: Blake also speaks of origin s and ends , creation, apocalypse and truth. 
He even goes as far as speaking of his endeavo ur as resto ring the forgo tten . O nly, for 
him origin and end , creatio n and apocal ypse seem to be not point s on a line, events in a 
sequenc e, but as eternally and simultaneously present - thu s he must redefine 
'restoring' into som ething like 'storin g' (simultaneou s presence of thin gs), and me mo ry 
in to forgetting (we have forgo tten Unc hanging Realty because memor y binds us to time 
and space). Becau se Blake den ounc es memor y as a mental process , he must also 
denoun ce memory as a figure, but if he complet ely erased the figure of mem ory from 
his work, he would have erased much more than he wo uld hav e liked to. The solution 
seems to be to try to deprive memo ry of its figura tive sense. Thu s the invertin g we have 
noted: in its figurative sense mem ory exceeds Time, in Blake it bind s to Time ; thus 
'extending' memory wou ld merel y be extendin g T ime, so instead o f thi s, the trope has 
to be redefined; Mn emosyne and her daughters must be depriv ed of authority over the 
imagina tion, becaus e for Blake it is not them on whom the foundation of the truth-
claim of the imaginati on is built. 

But if this is the case, if we are witnes sing not merely a dismi ssal, but a 
redefiniti on of the trope, are we not also witnessing the proce ss in which th e figure of 
memory shapes text s as texts are altering the figure? \Ve have seen Blake sp eaking in 
terms o f the figure of memory about his aims (a "Rep resentati on of what Eterna lly 
Exists," a condemnati on o f the fact that only the "Va nities of Time & Space" are 
"Rem embe red ," an "E ndeavour to Restore ... the [forgotten] Go lden Age") and can 
thus discern Mnemosyne doing her figuring work when Blake ha s recour se to such 
metaph ors as the D aughters of Inspiration. H e thinks of th e Muses as m etapho rs 

84 



E C II O I N G I NN O C E N CE 

expr essing nothing but a mental process which he connects to Lockean refl ection, to 
abstraction and gen eralisati on. \Vhen he also thinks of it as a mental proces s bound by 
Time and thus as bindin g Imagination, he is already within the realm o f the figur e o f 
mem ory, not only talking about a mental proce ss but a metaph or he finds harmful. It is 
not the men tal proc ess that has to be exiled from the mind: it is the figure that ha s to 
be altered to free th e imaginati on. \'vb en this is don e "all will be set right : . . . the 
Dau ghters of Mem ory shall become the D augh ters of In spirati on," as he claim s in the 
Preface to M ilton (E95, emphasis mine). Mnem osyne, as Blake's choice of words has 
revealed, is no t killed off - she merel y refuses to stay stabl e, she become s somethin g 
oth er , she keeps altering, as figures will. 

\Ve have taken here a glimpse at how the figure of memory alters th e meanin g 
o f cert ain wor ds use d in passages activating the figure. \Ve have also caught sight o f 
how the pro cess can aid our und erstandi ng of the text s. Now I want to look at ho w a 
text alters the figure, that is, at the fate o f Mnem osyne and the Mu ses in po ems altering 
the figure of mem ory . 

"lNTR 0D UO JOi\J" TO THE SON GS O F IN NO CEN CE A S PA STORA L lN V0 CA 710N 

The first poem of The So11gs of I1111oce11ce, " Introduction " (E7), introduces not only the 
following poems, but also a pip er who is given the author ship o f all th e Songs o f 
Inn ocence. This right away warn s us to keep an eye on a doub le dim ens ion of meanin g: 
one given by the pip er, and one by a mind creating the fiction o f th e Songs qf Im1ocence, 
whi ch is the same mind creatin g the fiction of the Songs ef Experimce and which 
ther efore has a pre sumabl y wider persp ective th an the piper. Th is initi al warning taken, 
the instructi on given to the piper by the child he sees on a cloud in the openin g of the 
first song may itself be less straightforward - in fact, it m ay well turn ou t to be 
som ething othe r than a plea or instructi on for the writin g of the Songs. 

Th is is of major impo rtance, because I think the poem is out to manipulate thi s 
plea and instructi on and one way it can do this is ro use a pers ona to whom the 
manipulati on happ ens. Th e manipulati on itself concern s the figure of mem ory, wh ich 
we can start to suspect when we realise that "Introduction " take s the form o f an 
invoca tion : the singer of the ensuing songs is in spir ed in his so ng by a divine 
interv ention (the child on the cloud being quit e emph atically an ang elic im age); the 
po em describ es the mom ent s of this inspiration ; as th e openin g song, thi s seem s to 
equ al an app eal to a Muse to help the singer in singing what follows. O n this account, 
Blake in fact invok es the figure of mem ory in his opening po em. Is Blake un awar e of 
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this? Not at all, as we shall see. In fact, he seems so much aware of it that I am led to 
believe that what he does with the figure in the Songs is done almost consciously. Only 
almost, because Blake had no need to ponder about the nature of the figure and its 
figuring power. It was for him enough to be well aware of some generic peculiarities of 
the pastoral mode, which he employ s in the Songs, and as Blake was a thorough reader 
of Spenser, we have every reason to suppose that he was indeed aware of the 
peculiarities of pastoralism, triggering the activity of certain figures. On this, more 
presently. For now, it suffices to observe that if "Introduction" is an invocation, it takes 
a peculiar form of that convention. To begin to sec \.Vhat Blake does with the figure of 
memory , it is by closel y observing this peculiar invocation we should begin. 

Piping down the valleys wild 
Piping songs of pleasant glee 
On a cloud I saw a child. 
,\nd he laughin g said to me. 

Pipe a song about a Lamb; 
So 1 piped with merry chear, 
Piper pipe that song again -
So I piped, he wept to hear . 

Drop thy pipe thy happy pipe 
Sing thy song of happy chear, 
So I sung the same again 
\Vhile he wept with joy to hear. 

Piper sit thee down and write 
In a book that all mav read -
So he vanish'd from m.y sight. 
And I plucked a hollow reed. 

An d I made a rural pen, 
And I stain'd the water clear, 
And I wrote my happy songs 
Every child may joy to hear 

First of all, "Introduction" begins with the piper alread y piping, and that the 
song piped before the child's appearance is to the liking of the angelic phenomenon can 
be discerned from the movement of the first stanza, which ends with the child's 
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reactio n to the song, and that reaction is laughter , The piper begin s to be instructed 
with the opening of the second stanza ("Pip e a song about a Lamb"), and even though 
th e theme of the son g is dictat ed to the piper, the angelic consent to his "Pipin g down 
the valleys wild" is given - he is on the one hand asked to continue piping just as he has 
been doin g, and on the other is dictated a theme. \Ve shall soo n have more to say about 
thi s double- edged instruction that is and is not an instruction . 

It may be curious to note at this point tha t to the song pip ed about the Lamb 
in the second stanz a, the child reacts by weepin g - doe s this signal dissatisfaction on 
the part of the inspir er? My con jecture is that if we take the plea of the third line for 
repea ting the song at its face value, that is as a sign of satisfaction, then weepin g is as 
much an expr ession o f satisfacti on as laughter. Read thus, the conclu sion of the third 
stan%a, where the child weeps with joy, is, as it were, the verification of the implication 
that laughin g and weeping are, as it were, identical. \':\;'hat emerges with this 
understandin g is that the state of Inn oce nce is one of relatively undiff ere nti ated 
feelings, where joy and sorrow can easily coincide and thei r expression min gle in one 
feeling. Natur ally, th e point I wish to make is not that laught er and weeping are the same 
things her e and that thu s in Innocence there is no difference bet ween joy and sorrow . 
. -\t least seven of the nineteen Song s of Innocence contain some sort of weeping and it 
is more often than not an expr ession of sorrow , though this instanc e is not th e only 
one where the relati on of tear s and smiles to sorrow and joy seems not to be clear-cut 
("A Cradl e Song" and "T he Blossom" are intere sting examp les). \'(iith ou t clarifying the 
matter furth er, at thi s point it is suffici ent to emph asise tha t the weepin g of the child is 
not simpl y an expre ssion of sorrow and that the mingling of laughter and tear s seems to 
be characteri stic of th e state of Innocence - their com bin ation reminds us that we are to 
adjust our points of view while reading accordin g to context. 7 

Th oug h we may not yet be in a position to explain fully th e meaning of thi s 
feature , what is imp orta nt to stress is that we here com e to see a similar ambi guity 
emer ging as in the case of the child at once asking the pipe r to continu e the piping that 
pleases him , yet at the sam e time also telling him to change his song. Thu s we are 
beginning to see that there may inde ed be a contradiction at work in the poem, an 
oppos ition that is not, as it used to be customary to claim, betw een th e states of 
Innocence and Exp erience, but within Inn ocence. It is imp ortant to see this because it 
indicates the parado x that there exists some kind of a contradiction in a state that we 

7 David Wagenknec ht , Bla/ce'.r Night. W'illiam Blake a11d the Idea of the Pastoral (Cambrid ge, Mas s.: I [arvar d 
Unive rsity, Th e Belknap Pre ss, 1973) p 78 calls this featur e a " lexical detail of an elaborate language of 
perspec tives." 
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are given to understand as pure, unifi ed and unproblematic. \Ve will have to grasp this 
inherent contradiction to understand Innocence. 

The latent opposition remains present in the remainin g parts of the third 
stanza as well. The child proceeds in instructing the piper, yet it says "sing t,'?y song" -
the song is by now even more clearly prompted by the child , while it nevert heless 
rem ains the song of the piper, not that o f the child. The third line, triggering the third 
kind of reaction from the child, is in keeping with this ambiguity, as it emphasis es that 
the pip er sung the J°ame song 0;gai11 - this should enhan ce the argument that weeping 
with joy also hold s toget her essentially the same kind of reacti ons and is not a progress 
from one to another. ]\,Jore imp or tant than that for the time being, howev er, is that 
these ambiguities create the sense that the song within the poem is essentially the same 
from the beginning - the source of and the rea ctio n to the song arc both cast in 
ambi guity implying that the reaction may as well be undifferenti ated and th e source 
unch anged. The child's appearance of course doe s create some sort of chan ge, and if 
we claim that this is not a change in the so ng, this will have to be accounted for. The 
readin g her e offered will do this in due course. T he ambiguiti es so far unco vered in 
connecti on to the reacti ons of the child, and to wh ether it instru cts at all or not, seem 
related, and I will be arguing that their relation can be grasped in seeing that th e chang e 
that does take place in the poem is created by the shaping activity of the figur e Blake 
activates when he - by replacing the Muse with this ambiguously behavin g ch ild --
avoids invoking the Muses, and thus, avoids the figure of mem ory in his invocatio n. 
But to see this, there is still some way to go. 

The change that takes place in the cour se of the poem concerns prim arily not 
the song itself, but on ly the medium: the songs may be the same, but their medium is 
not. The explicit movement 111 the poem is from pip e to voice to writing, and parallel 
with that is the movem ent from the app earance to the inspirati on to the vani shing of 
the child. 111e parallel itself obviously suggests a connection, wh ich we can at this point 
only safely pin down in the third stage: th e child no longer thin ks its pr esence necessary 
when writi ng begins. Most readings of the po em put emphasis on this aspect: it has 
been in terp reted as the piper intern alising the child , becoming child enoug h not to need 
the child any more, and thus arrivin g in the Innoc ence the ang elic inspirer represen ts; 
or, as a process of decline from the purity of music throu gh language to text. 8 

8 Cf J oseph \Vicksteed , Blake'J fo11ore11ce a11d Exp e,imce (London, etc.: J.M. Dent, 1928), p.81: "The child is 
a mere happy vision inspiring the poet from withou t until he begins to work. He then cannot see the ch ild 
any more for the same reason that we cannot see our selves. The child is now something within ." 
\Vagenknecht (p.67) qu otes this evaluation more or less in agreement so me fifty years later. Seeing a decline 
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However, if we maintain the important point that the piper is an authorial persona who 
is within the state of Innocence (as opposed to the mind creating the fiction of 
Innocence), whatever should need to be internalised must be present in him from the 
start . The observation that the child instructs and inspires, but nevertheless keeps on 
calling for the same song underlines this. 

Turning the song into a text may be read as a gradual distancing from the 
immediacy of the experience, and as such, it may indeed suggest decline. This 
explanation, however, relies on some theorising either about the relative value of the 
media for romantic poets, or the relativ e value of forms of expression for Blake. But 
Blake did not have scruples about the writing of poetry being alread y a loss of the 
immediacy of the experience expressed. As we have seen, he did have scruples about 
certain kinds of poetry, but not about writing in general, or his own writing in particular. 
Thus, if the changes in the poem suggest decline, that is not a general statement, but 
pertains only to Innoc ence. In other words, if the change is a critique of the lack of 
immediacy of expression, the critique applies only to what the piper is doing. For the 
piper himself, of course, ther e is no lack whatsoever. If the song is indeed the same 
from beginning to end, what the piper is doing is recapitulating, maintaining, echoing 
the presenc e of the child. This echoing is done, ultimately, in the writing. Nor can we 
simply say that the piper's writing falls short by merely imitating the child, and thereby 
creating a distance betwee n him self and the child , between writing and song, since the 
song that is being written down, in this readin g, is no t only the same as the one 
prompted by the child, but also the same as the piper was piping before the appearance 
of the child. Because of the identit y of the song from beginning to end, writing is not 
imitating, but echoing the son g - which is another reason why the piper need not be 
worried eith er about lack of immediac y, or about the vanishing of the child: in his 
piping, singing and writing the same keeps resounding. This may well be one of the 
reasons why Blake doubles the possible points of view of the Songs through the 
introduction of the piper: 1vithi11 Innocence the piping, singing and writing echo each 
other; the media are unproblematic as th ey maintain an equal degre e of immediacy. If 
the poem does suggest any decline, this can then only be rooted in the kind of poetry 
the piper produces and will th en apply to The S011gs of Im10ce11ce as a whole. And the kind 
of poe try he produces, we arc now comin g to see, has to do with one specific way of 
maintaining immediacy. 

in the poem is not only prompted by the vanishing of the child, but also by the load ed w01:d "sta in'd" in 
the last stanza. 
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At this point it is well to remember that Blake's rejection of memory involves 
the rejection of (retrospective) 'reflection ' on experience, of abstraction as opposed to 
immediacy. \Ve have also seen that the child unmistakably resembles a Muse as the 
poem unmi stakabl y resembles an invocation to the Muse. \v'e are now also coming to 
see that Blake is refiguring the Muse into a barel y substantial child pr ompting songs of 
Innocence to imply that in these son gs memories granted by the Muse are being 
replaced by so me sort of immediacy. Just how this immediacy is created is what we now 
need to observe. 

So far, we have seen that part of this immediac y seems to be that regardless of 
the changes in medium and of the reactions to the song, the son g itself does not 
change. Thi s should then also impl y that - as opposed to the conventional relation of 
poet and Muse - the piper learn s nothing from, is 'reminded' o f nothing by the child. 
"Pipe a son g about a Lamb," says the child, and we could argue that it in fact does bring 
a theme to the poet from the clouds - which does seem to resemble the figure of 
memory, lending knowledge from abov e and beyond the span the piper's mind can 
encompass. But if in pondering just what thi s knowl edge may be we turn to "The 
Lamb," we find that even though in this poem the child is teaching the lamb about its 
origin and identity , the child and the lamb themselves turn out to be identical: "He is 
meek & he is mild , / He became a little child: / I a child & though a lamb , / \Xie arc 
called by his name." (E9). The <CHe" of these lines "calls himself a Lamb" and if the 
child is also "called by his name" the child , too, is a lamb - or, if he who calls him self a 
lamb "became a little child" then the lamb, too, is a child. 9 And if thi s poem establishes 
a virtual identity between child and lamb , then in "Introduction' ' the child's plea for a 
song about a lamb is in fact a plea for a song about the pleading child itself. This is an 
important interaction between these two poems as it pre sents to us the child of 
"Introduction" as so self-contained that even the song it inspires is merely an echo of 
itself. Moreover, this Muse has no reiation to Memory, as all it can offer for subject is 
itself: the child inspires not by aiding the poet's memory, but solely by pre senti ng itself 
to the piper. 

The poem thus is indeed a peculiar sort of invoca tion , which und ermines the 
figure of memory, and this undermining of the convention, in turn, tells us somet hing 

9 I am now overi ookin g the Biblical relevance of the Lamb - the poem with that in mind celebrate s the 
identit y of all creation in Christ. l am at the moment not concerned with the allegorical me aning of the 
poem, but onl)' the verbal structure. N ever thele ss, the fact that "TI1e Lamb" on thi s allegor ical n.:ading is a 
central piece of the Songs of I!moce11re all the more validates bringing it mto the discu ssion of the child wh o 
repre sent s Inn ocence . 
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about Blake's state of Innocence. It is an entirely self-sufficient state, where knowledge 
is merely a spontaneous, umeflected awareness of what is present to the senses. 
\-X1hatever lies beyond the immediately given - memory or foreknowledge - is 
practically non-existent, and the themes of the songs are thus themselves. The figure of 
memory, as we have seen, functions in invocations as a divine authority sanctioning the 
song. Innocence, howe, -er, knows no authority apart from itself: any outside authority 
would stain the self-sufficiency of the state. Innocence granted or demanded by an 
outside authority not itself in complete harmony with, and thus already within, the state, 
Blake seems to be implying, ,·ergcs on idiocy. The almost insipid simplicity of these 
songs is obviously a conscious rhetorical strategy, warning us of the dangers of 
Innocence: this state is only valuable ,-iewed from within - but, then, 'within' Innocence 
one does not 'v iew' at all; ,-icwed from without, it may appear as mere childishness. The 
Daught ers of :Memon- cannot be im -oked becau se if we merely remember Innocence, 
we may be caught up in inane sentimentality. 10 Yet this is only one aspect of the matter. 
More importantly, if we sec the poem as an invocation, and recall the work the figure of 
memory is asked to do there, we will ,cc that in this poem Memory is the very authority 
that has to be evaded to keep the poem a song of Innocence describing the state from 
within. 'tv[emory ha s to b(.' evaded because authority as such has to be evaded. This 
Blake does by making "Introduction" resemble an invocation that calls on the figure of 
memory , but an invocation in which the Daughters of Memory are replaced by an 
inspirer unrelated to memory. Supposing that the invocatory form of the poem is 
conscious, we may also suppme that Blake is in fact calling attention to his rejection of 
the figure of memory, and b,- thi, he is already outlining the srate of Innocence. 

But if this is the case, what can be said of the piper - does he 'learn' Innocence 
from th e child, does he accept the authority of the inspirer ? I have been arguing that 
the poem can be read as treating th e same song from beginning to end, and here we 
come to see the sign:ficance of this poss ibility. If the child merely asks the piper to keep 

lO All this ma y sou nd rather harsh 1t we consider the po ssibility that the S011gs was a book written for 
children. Children 's books is in fact one com ·ention nn which Blake reflect s with his own book, as I leather 
Glen shows in 1/'i.rioJJ a11rl Di.r ,:11r i:,111!1w 11!. Blake,- Songs and 117ords1vorth's Lyrical Ballads (Cambridge, etc.: 
Cambridge University Press, 1983; , but the se reflections of course were not me an t for children. One may 
even argu e that the pretence of the S11J(~f being ,1 bo ok for children itself cre ates the sense of the dan ger of 
Inn ocence : those 'innocent' adults who re~d it as a book for children and 'remember' their own innocence 
get the simplisti c sentimentalit\· anyone outside Innocence sees of Innocence; while a hypoth etical 
'innocent' reader (not a child, but a solll in the state of Inn ocence ) will enjoy the songs without reflecting 
on them. 
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up his song which is to the child's liking, as the opening stam:a implies, the piper is in 
fact not acting under authority at all. This is what we have termed as the piper not 
acting under the child's instruction but merely echoing the child. 

It is at this point that it becomes important to involve in our discussion the 
fact that Blake places the Songs into a pastoral context. This enables him to capitalise 
on a motif that the pastoral carries among its conventions, namely the pastoral echo. 
The piper, we are told, is "Piping down the valleys wild" - the opening image evokes a 
characteristic pastoral scene, a shepherd piping his song in a natural setting. 

Now, such a scene in pastorals is characteristically accompanied by the motif 
of nature echoing the song of the piper. This motif, I believe, is also evoked in the 
opening of the Songs. In a sense, it is evoked merely by the opening image, by placing 
the reader firmly in a conventional pastoral scene, inviting all the conventions that go 
with the pastoral mode. But there are instances in the illustration of this poem that also 
point in the direction of evoking the motif of echoing. The illustration is framed on 
both sides by the trunks of two trees and on the top by the entwining branches. Behind 
the piper are grazing sheep, the flock melting in the background into bending tress. The 
natural setting on the picture seems to be in motion, in movement that seems to be 
continuous with the movement of the piper, who is pictured striding forth, one of his 
arms moving back, looking up at the child, the wind blowing his hair. "The trees," as 
Erdman comments, "set a stately rhythm for his dance. ( ... ) The living forest and 
grazing sheep [appear] as a visual chorus behind the piper ... "11 Erdman's remarks may 
ensure that it is not just the present reader's/viewer's fancy to see on the illustration 
nature, as it were, echoing the piper. Erdman's term is "visual chorus," but it could just 
as well be a 'visual echo.' A.II the more so on account of the pastoral context, where 
nature is not a chorus but an echo to the piper's song. 12 Thus, taken together with the 
illustration, it is perhaps not too fanciful to say that as the first line sets off an echo for 

11 David V. Erdman, The I!!ttminated Blake. !f.1/i/!iam Blake's Complete ll!mni11ated lf.1/orks with Pla!t:-by-Plctte 
Commentary (New York: Dover Publications, 1992) p. 43. 
l'.:' To be fair, Erdman's interpretation of the illustration is not identical with my argument. I le goes on 
Gri.43) to c1uote from All Relzgio11s are 011c: "all ... arc alike ... & ... have one source" (I <'.2), and, he adds 
with Blake, the one source is the Poetic Genius. I Ie also says that the cloud in which the child floats and 
which creates an opening in the trees aboYe the piper's head is the opening of the realm of the imagination. 
Indeed, I haYe also argued that in the poem "all . are alike," but as I hope to show further on in my 
arguments, the "one source" is not so straightforward in the state of Innocence, the Poetic Genius not 
being at the height of its powers here. If the opening at the top of the picture is into the n:alm of the 
imaginat1011, in lnnocence the characters , as in the picture spatiallv, stay metaphorically 'below' it. 
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the reader, the echo of pastoral poems, so the pip er sets off at th e sam e moment the 
ech oes of hi s piping: as nature echoes hi s movem ent , the valleys re- sound the so und of 
his pipe. 

Furthermore, as we shall see in more detail in a moment, it belon gs to the 
characteristics of such pa stor al echoing to cast a shadow of doub t on whether it is 
nature tha t echoes the piper, or the other way around, the piper \Vho echoes nature. 
The point o f blurrin g the sou rce of th e sound is to conve y the harmony of man and 
nature , which is what the motif of echoing is primarily expressive of in past ora lism . 
Now in our poem it is obviousl y the pip er who originates the sound, but by evoki ng the 
past or al context and its motif of echoing, the son g in the first line is set into a context 
in which the so urce of the sound is neith er decid edly the pip er, nor decidedl y natur e. 

If, as has been argu ed, there is no progress in the nature of the song 
throughout the stan zas, then it also seem s fair to say that what we find in th e poem is 
rhe echoin g of this same so ng in differ en t media . If the child indeed asks the piper not 
for a diff eren t song, it is in fact asking him to echo the same song that is soun din g 
already wh en the child appear s, which song, und er this reading, m ay almost be the 
prod uct of the past ora l scene, nat ure, just as mu ch as of the piper. But one does not 
even need to imagine nature as the source of the so und to see th at the mem ory less 
l\1use of this invocati on actu ally enters an ech oin g land scap e, reac ts with joy, and 
prom pts further ech oes. 

In the opening of \'ir gil's First E clogue, th e opening of one o f the book s 
which we can conv enien tly regard as the fountainhead of pastoral poetry, Paul Alpers 
notes tl1e ambiguity co ncernin g the source of the echoing soun d alluded to above. I 
qu o te the first ten line s in his trans lation : 

Me!tboet1J'. You, Ti tyrus, unde r the spreading, sheltering beech, 
Tune woo dland mu sings on a delicate reed; 
\Ve flee our countr y's border s, our swe et fields, 
Aband on home; vou, lazing in the shad e, 
make woods resound with love ly Amarylli s. 
Ti(ym,: 0 Melibee, a god grants us thi s peace -
l•'.ver a god to me, up on who se altar 
A young lam b from our fold s will often bleed. 
I-le has allow ed , you see, my herds to wander 
And to plav as I will on a rustic pipe. 

The se are r ich stanzas, were we to compare them with Blake' s p astoral 
Inno cence with the god (who in Virgil 's Eclo gu e turns out to be a Roman ben efactor , 
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pr esumably Octavianus) granting peace and being gifted, in return, ,vith a lamb that 
beco mes a victim of th e authority presiding over the idyllic state . But we must stick to 
our more restricted theme. It is noteworthy in our context to quote Paul r\lp ers's 
int erpreta tion of the passa ge: "T ityrus is represented as living in a 'timeless' pre sen t, his 
otium an extended, blissful moment rather than a complete way of life. His song is 
represe nted not as the pipin g in the fields that he him self describes, but rather as ( ... ) an 
'echoing song' that fill the spac e aro und him." 13 Alpers does not mention Blak e in his 
work on pastorali sm , but as we shall sec, the extend ed bliss that is not a compl ete way 
of life hauntingly resembl es what l3lake makes of Inn ocence. More important for th e 
m ome nt than this is the nature of the song, which is rath er an echo than the pip er's 
ow n product in Alpcrs 's reading of Virgil. \'\ 'e have seen that the authority for the 
Songs of Innocence is not fully the inspiring child; taking into account the past ora l 
context Blake's poem e,·okes and the ambiguous relati on of piper-nature-echo J\lp ers 
uncovers in the openin g o f the major source for Europ ean pastora lism, we are led to 
think that this authority is not in the full sense the piper eith er (who, furthermor e, gives 
up auth ority over his song, if he ever had any, by following the instructions of the child 
in the furrhcr echoin g of the song). \X'C' recognis e an identical ambiguity as to the 
source of the song in Yirgil , as Tit vrns claims the song his own ~.10), while in 
Mcliboeus's stanza, the same song is represented as an echo resounding in the woods. 

Alpers also directs attention to a further, not unconne cted, ambiguity in the 
Virgilian passage: 

'He has allowe d me to plav as I will on a rusti c pipe' both indicates his 
[Tityrus's] dep end ence on his patro n and brin gs out, in balancing \1ua e 
vellem' (what I want) and 'permisit ' (has allowed), the problematic relati on of 
freedom and dependen cy. l---] The final line of ]Vfelib oeus's spee ch , on the 
ot her hand , gives a (jllite different ,·ersion of tht'. pas toral song: 'jimnnsa1.1; 
re.muare rlna·s Ama'.J'llirla .1-ilvas' (vou teach the woods to reso und lovelv 
,.\mardlis ). [ Jere man and landscape arc in tima tely responsive to each other 
.... The singer teaches the woods to sounc..l his bd oved's nam e; on the other 
hand, the actual sound ing is attributed to the ,voods alone ... " 14 

In this passage Alpers implies something that is very much to our point: the 
blurring o f the source of the echo seems to be closely connecte d to another ambi guity, 

13 Paul Alpe rs, 1[1/hat is Pastoral? (Ch icago The UniYetsity of Chicago Pre ss, 1996) p. 25. Th e English 
trans lation of the \'i rgilian passage is also quo ted here , as is the original. 
14 J\lper s p. 25. 
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that concerning dependence and freedom. By now, this should not surprise us, as we 
have seen that Blake 's poem struggles with evading the authority of a Muse that an 
invocation demands. If the child instructs the piper or not is expressive of this very 
ambiguity of dependence and freedom, which also seems to be implicit in pastoral 
echoing. 

Surely, echoes too have sources, there is, if we like, an authority producing 
them. But if it is precisely the source of the sound that is shrouded in ambiguity - and if 
this sense is created in Blake's poem, that is obviously not because he is following this 
Virgilian passage but because he unleashes a motif brought along by his use of the 
pastoral mode - then all we are left with is the echo itself: a sound that keeps 
resounding, repeating itself. "Piper, pipe that song again ... So I sung the same again"; 
"So I piped with merry chear ... Sing thy song of happy cheat" - Blake's poem with its 
emphasis on repetitions enhances the sense that the song that sets off echoing, or, 
conceivabl y, enn begins in echoes, is kept echoing throughout the poem. The child's 
inspiration docs not take the form of advising the piper of things he himself could not 
have known and would have to be, as by a Daughter of Memory, told, taught or 
reminded of. Instead, the child merely tells the piper to echo the echoes. Thi s is very 
much in keeping with the child giving itself for theme: the child in fact has the piper 
echo the child itself. This Muse, then, because unrelated to memory, instead of 
reminding of what is not known, merel y echoes what is given in its own person . The 
authority of memory is replaced by the echoing sound of the state of Innocence. 

Because memory is no part of Innocence, the child-muse offers itself for 
theme, and even then is only echoing the piper's song which itself may, on the account 
of how pastorals blur the actual source of the sound, be only an echo. The child' s 
reactions define for us the nature of this echo, and thus also the nature of Innocence, as 
breaking down the distinction between sorrow and joy, that is, as presenting an 
undifferentiated state of emotion. This lack of differentiation seems smoothly 
consonant with echoing: as in sound, so in feeling, we have in Innocence a state lacking 
authoritative source, self-sufficient, self-generating, self-sustaining, disallo,ving the 
definitions and differentiations of the reflective, reasoning faculty. Differentiating 
requires a kind of awareness that spoils Innocence and that hears echoing not as 
sourceless resounding of sound, a kind of awareness that is capable of locating the 
source of the echo and of seeing that as authentic sound it is illusory. 

Blake infuses into his poem through the pastoral context not only a motif, or a 
sound, but a figure that 1s laden with meanings, a metaphor expressive of the state of 
Innocence. My supposition is that what is at work in the poem is not merely an echoing 
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sound, but the 'figure of echo' (as analogous to the figure of memo1-y) . This figure is set 
up by the time we get to the closure of the third stanza, and thu s the child can vanish 
and th e piper can begin writing the songs of Innocence. We hav e seen in the discussi on 
of the change of medium that this writing is indeed echoing the previous piping and 
singing, and we have said that the writing, from the pip er' s point of view, preserv es 
some kind of immediacy. T his is the immediacy of echoing. And because the pip er is in 
fact //1/iting echoes, we have reason to believe that th e Songs of Inno cence are imbued 
with echoin g. Echoing here is a form of immediac y, it is a metaphor for the specific 
kind of imagination at work in Inn ocence , for the means o f (re)pre senting reali ty, the 
means of getting as close to it as possible, reproducin g it in a degree that exceeds 
imitation, as the sourc e of a soun d and its echo are virtua lly the same. At least 
apparently so. 

This is why the feature of mingling weeping and laughter is so important. It 
m ay characterise Innocenc e, but viewed from outside Innocence - from the perspecti ve 
of the reader and also of the poet for who m the piper is just one of several pers onas -
joy and sorrow are not merel y echoes o f each ot her: the y are two different thin gs, 
which make s it clear that sorrow, too, is part o f Inn ocence, eve n if within Inn ocence 
thi s does not appear so. We are reminded, that is, that Inn oce nce is not perfection, 
even if within Innocence the re is no awareness of any lack. Our reading of the p oem as 
an invo cation has sho wn us that the poem displac es Memory in order to displace 
auth ority and thus create th e self-suf ficiency of the blissful state of Innocence. \Ve hav e 
unc ove red the figure of echoin g as replacing the figur e o f memory to achieve this end. 
But if we also observe that Innocence is only a state of bliss from a certain perspec tive 
and that it, too, has its shor tcomings, tha t writing echoes is on ly a form of immed iacy 
within an echo-chamber (such as the sta te of Innocen ce may he), we ma y expect to find 
that the figure of echo, as the aut horit y replacin g the figure of mem ory. itself carri es 
this shortco ming in its figur ative structure: in o th er words . 1f Echo sho uld be the 
pr esiding authority over the song s of Innocence, we can cxpecr Jt~ figurative activity to 
create the shortcomin gs of the stare of Innocen ce. l tJ order to grasp hm,v this 
figuration, which we hav e uncovered ,,'., shaping "Intr od uction" and presumabl y to a 
large degree the whole of Innocence, ·works and what it docs, we must take a closer 
loo k at the figure of echo itself. I shall have more to say about "Introduction" - we 
have only read the first three stanzas, and the fam ous crux of the poem, the word 
"sta in'd " still awaits explication, but first we must come to a better understandin g of 
the figure of echo, so it is th ere we now have to turn . 
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THE FIGURE OF E CH O 

We have already glimpsed one context of echoing in Virgil's First Eclogue and saw that 
implicit in the motif is an ambi guity as to the source of the ech o, and connected to that, 
as to the freedom or depend ency of the shepherds. Th e cont ext was relevant not onl y 
on the account of the natur e of echoing but also because Blake creates a pastoral 
context for the Son gs, and thu s while con sidering the figure of echo, it is well to do thi s 
prim arily within the past oral con venti on which is permeated with it and which Blak e 
uses i..t1 the Songs, thereby allowing the figure to be active in his poems. 

To begin with, how ever, let us, as we have done in our treatment of the figur e 
o f memory, obser-..e som e myth ological roots of echoing, which are obviously relevant 
for pastoral echoing. The stot)' of the nymph called Echo has several versions, and 
eve n in Ovid's Metammphoses (a text Blake knew thorou ghly) two different ones are 
used .15 According to on e, Ech o distracted and detained Juno w ith endless chatterin g so 
that the nymphs could flee wh en Juno could have caught them lying with Jupiter . In 
rev enge , Juno reduced Ec ho to ba,-e "o nly the briefe st poss ible use" of her voice - to 
m ere repetition. Thi s stor y tells us little about Echo herself , apart from that she had no 
greater power of speech be fore Jun o's penalty than af ter, and implies no more than that 
ech o is a figure for 11nitation lacking creativity. This, how ever, should already make us 
suspicious of the kind of aurh ority Echo can grant the songs of Innocence. Howev er , 
Ovi d rbcn goes on to a diff erent story about her, pickin g up a fable that associat es 
Ec ho with Narcissus, in a sec tion of the L'vle!amorpho.res that John Hollander sees as th e 
"locus classicus of echoin g." 16 T lus sto ry recite s Echo' s unrequited love for N arci ssus 
and their unsuccessful erotic enc ounter is developed throu gh echoing: to Na rcissus's 
" Hue cocanms" ('here let us mee t') l ~cho respond s "Coe amu s" ('let us make love') .17 

Yet as Echo advance s, Na rcissus flees her and cries " emoriar , quam sit tibi copia 
nos tri" ('ma y I die before I gi\·e ,·ou power over me ') and is answered by the echo "s it 

15 Cf. O vid, ivle!amorp!l(}ses (Pen guin, 1955, prose trnnslatton by 1\Iary M .. ln ncs ) pp.83 -84. 
16 J oh n r Tollandcr, The Fwtre of Echo. A • .vlork oj.A!l11sio11 ifl i'v1ilt()// ,111d After (Berkeley , Los Angeles, Lond on: 
University o f California Pr ess, 198 1) p .25. lf oilandcr's book has a very different focus than I do in thi s 
essay, but it may be worth ment ioning that its Int roduction and first chapt er ("Echo Allegorical ") argue for 
an interpretati ve method sirnib r ro the one used here. 
17 Ori ginals and these tran slations come from [ lo llander 's acco unt, p. 25 . I le suggests for an En glish 
equ ivalent of the exchange : ' Here let us come together ' answered by Echo's 'Let us come. Together .' 
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tibi copia nostri" ('I give you power over me'). 18 As the reference of the pronoun 
changes, Echo hands over power, and by subduing herself, she is in fact resigning 
authority over her passion. This story, too, gives us Echo as a dubious figure for 
authority, and added to this is the erotic dimension - her voice being imitative rather 
than creative is paralleled by her lack of power in initiating sexual encounter. All this I 
believe is very noteworthy in the context of reading Blake, for whom mere imitation is 
not a form of imagination at all and for whom unhindered desire and creative 
imagination are related. If the figure of Echo enters "Introduction" from this Ovidian 
story, we can see the figuring work as two-edged. On the one hand, the figure of echo 
is indeed one that undermines any authority, but on the other, this lack of authority 
does not result in real freedom: under the authority of such a figure, Innocence is 
indeed devoid of exterior sanctioning, but the creative power of the state is reduced, 
and reduced in the form of the incapability of fulfilling erotic desire; that is, in the form 
of sexual impotency. This, as we shall see, does in fact apply to Innocence to a great 
degree, especially in the form this state of the human soul takes in the figure of Thel in 
the early prophetic book titled after her. 

There are, however, some further associations mythology has burdened the 
figure of echo with. Most significant in our context is the fable reciting Pan's love for 
Echo. In this version, Echo is a nymph taught by the Muses to sing and who, being 
much concerned about her virginity, flees all erotic advances. Among the refused is 
Pan, who, having failed to seduce her, becomes envious of her music and "sends a 
madness among the shepherds" who 

tore her all to pieces and flung about them all over the earth her yet singmg 
limbs ['adonta ta mele' - punning on 'limbs' and 'song']. The Earth in 
observence of the Nymphs buried them all, preserving to them still their 
music property and by an everlasting sentence and decree of the l\foses breath 
out a voice. And they imitate all things now as the maid did before, the Gods, 
men, organs [instruments[, beasts. Pan himself they might imitate when he 
plays on the pipe; which when he hears he bounces out and begins to post 
over the mountains, not so much as to catch and hold as to know what 
clandestine imitator that is that he has got. 

18 In lnnes's translation the exchange is: "I would die before l ,vould have you touch me" answered by "T 

would have you touch me." This version emphasises erotic desire, the other dependence. Obviously what 
we actually have is dependence on, or as a result of, erotic desire. Sit tihi copia nostn, more literally 'let rou 
have the profusion/wealth of me,' is a phrase beautifully condensing these senses. 
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The quoted passages are from the third century A. D. pastoral romance 
Daphms and Chloe by Longus, which is, if not the only, but certainly the central source 
for this version of Echo's myth. 19 The translation in which it is quoted is George 
Thornley's Elizabethan version, which signals that the text may have been available for 
Blake, or for his own renaissance sources to pastoral echoing, notably Spenser. 

The relevance of this story to "Introduction" lies on the one hand in its link to 
Pan, who lurks behind our context by virtue of pastoral piping. \Ve can, however, still 
broaden this context and follow Hollander in tracing yet another tendency in this 
"tradition of interpretation," which associates Echo and Syrinx. As Ilollander puts this: 
Pan's "sigh of disappointment at the armful of reeds he came up with when he clutched 
for the metamorphosed nymph [Syrinx], blowing through those very reeds and 
producing 'a faint and plaintive sound,' as Ovid puts it, ... is a version of an echo." 20 

Not only are we back to an Ovidian story (which Blake is certain to have been familiar 
with) featuring a figure of echo, but also to "Introduction" featuring the "hollow reed" 
the piper is left with as pen at the end of the poem. Pan's pipe turns into the pen of 
Blake's piper and thus Pan's aborted desire and the echoes of his song turn into the 
Songs of Innocence. 

\Xie should for a moment return to Daphnis and Chloe and observe also the 
haunting resemblance in its account of Echo to the Ovidian story of Orpheus: the 
sexually fuelled jealousy of the opposite sex, for which Echo and Orpheus, both 
indulged in song, have no concern. results 111 their being torn apart; but - Longus even 
echoing the Ovidian pun - their limbs keep up their song. 21 Orpheus's remains drift to 

the island of Lesbos, which is where the plot of Daphnis and Chloe is set. Orpheus and 
Echo, moreover, arc as it were relatives, both being a descendent of a Muse. 

If so far we have noted that the figure of Echo carries in her constant imitation 
of sound a lack of creativity, which is also connected to incapability to fulfil sexual 
desire, we nmv also note another strain active in her figure, the Orphic strain that 
pastoralism seems to have taken up. \Vagenknecht's study of pastoralism in Blake's 
poetry, following Richard Cody's analyses of the genre, points precisely to Orpheus as 
the mythological figure invoked by pastorals. The invocation of Orpheus "in an 
appropriate context of love, landscape and poetry can be said to signalize the 

19 The Linglish translation of this passage is from l Iollander p. 8; the parenthetical comments are also 
I Iollander's. Alpers p. 323 dates Longus's text as earlier, belonging to the second century. 
20 Ilollander p.10. cf. also Ovid, I. 708; pp.47-48 in the Penguin edition. 
21 More precisely, in the case of Orpheus it is only the head that keeps singing, but this does not invalidate 
the resemblance of the two stories . Cf. Ovid p.247. 
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renaissance pastoral mode ."22 In Cod y's understandin g, the aim of pastoral fiction is a 
reconcili ation between this-worldliness and otherworldliness, and Orpheus "both as 
lover and theologian, is credited with finding a single voice for all th e intimations of this 
world's beau ty and the other world's that solicit the human mind ."23 It seems to be no 
accident rhat scholars of the genre tell us that Orpheus is the figure inv oke d in 
pastoralism, that it is notably a pastoral romance that is the pr im ary source for the 
associati on of Orpheus and Echo, and that we hav e found Blake inviting the figur e of 
echo in his invocatory poem to a sequence set in the pastoral mode. In the figure of 
Echo is a mo tif that makes her an eligible addre ssee of an invo cation. Moreover, 
especially in the pastoral mode , this figure is a likely candidate to replace the figure o f 
memory by virtue of her relation to Orpheus, the arch-poet. " [P]astora l echoin g," says 
Hollander, "from Theocritus and Virgil on comes to be associat ed with a response of 
nature, in kind, to poetic discourse itself. " Nature, of course, resp on ds to the song of 
Orpheus, and the "essence of Orpheu s," as \v'agenknecht commen ts on the figure 
from its other end, "is the authority and the power of the poetic vo ice." 24 

\v'e are now coming more clearly to see both the imp or tance of reading 
"Introduc tion" as an inv ocation, a con ven tion that seeks for an auth ority for the poetic 
voice, and Blake's use of the pastoral context in which, via Orpheus as such an 
authority, the essentially authorityles s Ec ho can be invoke d as a figure presidin g over 
the song. The mytho graphic connection observed between Orpheus and Ech o surface s 
in the tran sfer ence of the "authority and the pow er" o f Orpheus to pastoral ech oing as 
a figure for "p oetic discourse itself." We have also thus uncover ed two strains activ e in 
the figur e of echo. On e is erotic de sire, doo med to fruitlessness because of creative and 
sexual imp ote nce and lack of authority over this very desire, the other is the authenticity 
of the poetic voice it triggers. This authenticity in pa stor alism is expr essed by the figure 
coming to mean the harmony of man and natur e created in the echoing son g. T he 
dependence implied in the figure is itself two-fa ced: on th e one hand Echo is 
depend ent on what is said to her, on the other , the pastoral song seems to be 
depend ent on the echoe s of the landscape, and by a remove , on the auth or ity of 

22 Richard Cody, The L:111ds,i1pe o/ the i\Jind (O xford: OUP , Clarendon, 1969) p.14. (Ju ot cLl by 
\Vagcnknecht p.4. To remi nd again, referenc es in thes e studi es to renaissa nce pa storalism should not worry 
us because it is especially the rena issance stage of the development o f the genre Blake was fam iliar with 
through his intima te know ledge of Spen ser , which Robert G leckner demo nstrates in abundance in his 
Blake @d Spenser (Baltimore and London: Th e John .I Iopkins Univer sity Press, 1985) . 
23 Cody pp .12, 29; <Juoted in Wagenknecht p .4 
24 I Iollanclcr p. 7; Wagenknecht p.4. 
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Orpheus standing behind the song as presiding figure . Yet this double -edged nature of 
the figur e is resolved at once, as Orpheus as a 'me taphor ' is expressive of poetry 
creating a harmony betwee n man and nature, and thus the pr esiding figure behind 
pastoralism is that of harmony - and an authority that is in harm ony with what is 
subdued to it no long er requires dependence. The Orphic element of the figure o f echo 
that pa sto ralism brin gs to the surface apparently saves Echo from her dep end enc e, 
turns the figure of ech o from expressin g dependenc e into expressing harmony. 

H owever, the redeeming of E cho in past orals is indeed on ly appar ent, the 
reason for which is that figures cann ot be redeem ed: they stay active, carr ying with 
them all the burden s literature has put on them and keep figurin g the text s tlrnt employ 
them with the import of the whole of that burd en. T he met aph or 's tanding behind ' 
cannot be eradicated, its figuring po\ ver remains active in the new context and meaning 
as well. We have seen, under the magnifying glass of Paul 1\lpers, that the openin g of 
Virgil's First E clogue , a poem pastor al enough, still carries the ambiguity of freedom 
and dep endence, and morem·er that this ambi guity finds its way int o the ambivalence 
of the source of the echo, which otherwise would be put dmvn to expre,sing the 
harmon y o f man and nature. To poin t out that past ora lism docs not in fact resol ve the 
contradiction in the figure (the contradiction of harmony and dependence, of the 
presidin g figure bein g a completely authoritylc ss authority) by way of making it 
expressive of harmon y, it is instructive to put briefly beside each ot her two differin g 
views on pastoralism. Alpers claims that in the observed Virgilian passage we find the 
developm ent of t\vo distinguishable versions of the pastoral, one in Meliboeus's stanza, 
and ano ther in Tityr us's. The first, labelled by a "w oodla nd mu se," is one in wh tch lhe 
idyllic wo rld is longed after and Is thus connected to desire and unr eachabilty in which 
ero tic pleasures are imagined to sound in the echoing woods, thus connectin g the 
longing after the idyllic state with eroti c desire. 25 This vers ion seem s to be promin en tly 
connec ted to echoing, as it is Melibo eus's stanza that describes the song Tityru s claims 
as his own as an ech oing sou nd . The secon d is a version lab elled by Tityrus's "rnst ic 
pipe ," in which the longing of Melib oeus is accommodated primaril y as a result of the 
acceptance o f the ordering and auth or ity o f ethical and social norm s, which accept ance 
brings fulfilment to th e longing after the Golden Age. If we put beside this Thomas 
Rosenme ycr's observati on tlut wha t made Virgil trans fer the scene of The ocritan 
bucolic s into the woods of Arcadia is that \voo dland s are a mor e suit able plac e for the 
continual reso undin g of echoes, and thus for the respo nses of natur e, we have a line of 
developm en t that gives increasing prom inence to echoing to give promin ence to 

25 See for instance Virgil, Eclogue I, 35-40. 
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harmon y, but with that (as the 'woodland muse' is associated with the version of 
pastoral that emphasises longing ) also to the presence of an unfulfilled desire. The 
figure, it seems, does not allow itself to be redeemed, it is beyond salvage as it keeps 
figuring its contexts with all its import. Rosenmeyer also argues that Thcocritus hardl y 
works with echoes and that his herdsmen move in freedom without awareness of any 
obligation or authority. 26 This latter statement is of course also applicable to Blake's 
Innocence, but the fact that Blake does use echoing shows that his application of the 
pastoral context lirnits thi s freedom via the dependence implicit in the figure of echo. 
1\nd the form this dependence take s is Echo's futile longing , which obviously is a 
limitation to spontaneou s freedom. 

Let us now finally collect all these threads and point to the relation of what we 
have learned about the figur e of echo to Blake's own pastoral. \Ve have seen on the one 
hand Echo's figurative assoc iation to Orpheus, which establishes pastoral ech oing as 
poetic discourse crea ting harmon y between man and nature. Blake's use of the past oral 
context implies that Innoc ence is such a state of harmony. All the more so, becau se if 
the echoin g we have observed in the first three stanzas of "Introduction " is a 
reverberatin g sound with the figure itself casting doubt on the source of the sound, the 
Songs derive from no particular auth ority, and the poetry the ech oing inspirer pro mp ts 
present s a state of self-suffioent, self-sustaining harm ony and spontaneous, unreflected 
freedom. This is what Bhkc brings to the Songs by the use of the convention. 

Yet this is not all that he brin gs to them, be cause, on th e othe r hand, we have 
also seen that Echo is connected to a lack of creativity and a lack of sexual fulfilm en t. 
Her handing over of power in the Ovi<lian story (handin g over her capability to initiate, 
to be the source of sound and, by a rem.ave, of authority over vo ice) reflects a rather 
differen t nature of her separa r.ion from authority , as the lack of autho rity in this case 
results not in a notion of harmonious equa lity but endless, and endl essly futile, desir e. If 
Echo ech oes the sound o f nature, she is also depend ent on nature. Pastoral echoing 
may turn echo into an expression of harmony, but the figuring pow er brings to light an 
element of dependenc y in this harmo ny. Febo echoing nature is metap horicall y echoing 
the natural instinct of man, i.e. man's depe ndence on natural instinct, which thm limits 
spontane ous freedom and unreflected joy. Sit tibi ropia nostri.: 'I give you power over me'; 
'I would have you touch me'; 'let you have the profusi on of me': in the realm of Echo 
man is giving power over himself to nature, admittin g that until nature cuddles us, until 

26 In this passage I have condensed (in a har shly simplified but hopefully not distorted way) analyse s from 
Alpers pp.24 -26, 161-163, and Thomas Rosenmey er, The Green Cabimt. Theocrit11s a11d the Ettropea11 Pastoral 
Lyric (Berke ley - Los Angeles: The University of California Press, 1969) pp. 148-150, 186, 237. 
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we are in the laps of nature, as the children are so often cuddled in the texts and designs 
of the Songs in the lap of a protective mother, we arc also cuddled by our own nature, 
in which desire may at any minute erupt into fruitless longing, undermining the 
harmony apparently achieved in the lap of mother nature. Harmony with nature 
actually means a protection from longing, but as in nature longing is not eradicable 
since desire is part of nature, this protection leads to the impossibility of fulfilment: 
ham1ot!Y e.\pressed through the figure of echoing stths11mes desire instead of fitlfil/i11,g it. It is this 
mechanism that the figure of echo activates. It may well be worth noting at this point 
that perhaps the most memorable and thus most strongly reverberating echoes of 
English poetry in Spenser's Epithalamion are silenced (or begged to be silent) as night 
descends and love at the end of the marriage day is finally fulfilled. 

Ovid's story of Pan and Syrinx, obviously important in Blake's pastoral 
recapitulating even the "hollow reed" of that story, works to the same effect. Pan's 
sighing into the hollow reed is a version of echoing, and the piper's song and its echoes 
carry in them the sound of Pan's unfulfilled desire that survives as the undertone of 
pastoral piping and echoing landscapes that came to express the harmony of man and 
nature. \"Ve may also note that if this harmony created by poetry roots in the story of 
nature responding and being tamed by the song of Orpheus, then the undertone in 
question can be found in this story as well, as Orpheus himself suffered from 
unfulfilled desire after having lost Euridycc to tl1e underworld, and as he was torn apart 
by those whose desire he was not willing to fulfil, being instead concerned with his o,vn 
longing and creating harmony with nature. In this story, the deceptiveness of this 
harmony beautifully comes into the open, as while Orpheus is busily harmonising, not 
only is he numbed by his own longing, but ends up torn apart by sex-driven women -
not a soothing image of harmony, to be sure. It is an image of harmony with nature 
that carries the seeds of its own destruction in that harmony. Orpheus's fate is as much 
carried in the figure of echo as in his harmonising song - we may well read the episode 
where the head of Orpheus is singing as an ech, · nrevious songs, if we remember 
Longus's account in his pastoral romance, n · 1 of echo along the lines of 
the fate of Orpheus. 

THE STATE OF INNOCENCE """1ND THE WRTTING OF ECHOES 

The child appears in "Introduction" in place of a Muse and activates, instead of the 
figure of memory, the figure of echo. \vben it vanishes from the poem in the fourth 
stanza and leaves the piper behrnd to write echoes, the undertones of the figure are also 
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activated: the piper picks a "hollow reed" and makes a "rural pen" - applies, in a sense, 
Pan's pipe to write his pastoral Innocence; but after having seen what kind of a sound 
emanates from Pan's reed-pipe, which is the source of much pastoral echoing, we may 
not be surprised at the ambiguity of the word "stain'd" in the next line as the piper 
"stain'd the water clear" for ink for his reed-pen. As he sets the hills echoing (echoing 
his inspirer, who's instructions themselves resembled echoes), he also activates an 
undercurrent of longing and desire, inimical to that blissful, spontaneous state of joy 
and fulfilment we come to know as Innocence. 

The ambiguity of the word "stain'd" signals the presence of such an 
undercurrent of meaning by implying a stain on the purity of Innocence as soon as the 
piper obeys his inspirer and begins to write echoes. It seems that it is precisely the 
echoing that creates this stain: Blake replaces the authority of a Muse over his song to 
exclude memory from the state of Innocence by a self-generated sound consonant with 
the self-sufficiency of Innocence, and introduces instead, as the form of that self-
generating sound, echoes. In this sense, Echo becomes the authority over the song, and 
her figuratiYe relation to Orpheus in the pastoral tradition does seem to make her fit for 
such a role. \Vith the same gesture, ho,vever, the songs of Innocence are also rnade to 
resound with Echo's phrase, sil tibi copia nostri. In Blake's context, the power given over 
is the power of imagination. \Vriting echoes may be a form of writing that eludes the 
authority of memory, which, as we have seen, for Blake is a prerequisite for the writing 
he calls Vision, but, paradoxically, this detachment from authority creates dependence. 
As reverberating echoing, as sound voiding itself of authority, the figure of echo is 
suitable for expressing a harmony of man and nature (harmony being based not on 
dependence but equality) and the spontaneous joy and memoryless imagination of 
Innocence; yet the undercurrents of this figure seem to create dependence on nature 
and lack of creative ability to fulfil the desires incurred by that dependence. (T\fan's 
natural instincts and desires are of course part of what is meant by 'nature,' as the figure 
of echo itself has implied.) Tlus may well explain ,h,~ ambiguities of the child 
instructing-yet-merely-echoing and of its laughing-yet-weeping observed earlier: it is in 
fact the figure of echo that may be creating these am;J1guities. As if, by using such 
ambiguities in the Songs, Blake were indeed echoing Echo, making Innocence yield to 

the power of the figure, saying 'I give you power over me.' \'v'hich, going further, may 
well throw light on how these poems are shaped, and that, quite naturally, should also 
tell us something about the natute of Innocence. 

The staining in the last stanza, then, seems to be the staining of Innocence by 
the figure of echo: echoing as pure poetic discourse - the figure finally set up by the 
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poem's movement from piping and singing to the writing of the same song - is stained 
by echoing as fruitless desir e. The shortcoming of the state of Innocence is, on the one 
hand, that its safety from the despairs of natural desire is only apparent, and on the 
othe r that at the same time it lacks sexual potency and, by one remove, it lacks creativ e 
energy. Memory may hav e been displaced, but writin g echoes is still not a sufficient 
form of imagination. Thu s, as the piper begins to write echoes, he stains the clear water 
with Pan's reed: he, as we have said, through the figure o f echo, infuses futile longing 
into the apparently idyllic state, and he also writes the wrong kind of poetr y. This 
poetry is perhaps of a higher order than the one written under the authority of the 
Muse, as it excludes abstraction and reflection, but is still not "Visionary or 
Imaginative" (ESSS). On the same score, one may suspect that Mnemosyne has not 
been fully exiled - her Dau ght ers han merely been refigur ed, and they keep refiguring 
the poems, as a Muse is bein g refigured into Echo. But then, in mythic genealogy Echo 
and Orpheus are themselv es descendants of the Muses. 

Of course, to the pipe r the word "stain'd" ha s no connotations that would 
thro w shadows on Inn ocenc e or his writing. The majorit y of the ambiguities of the 
Songs work on this principl e: the face value of the such words expresses the point of 
view within Innocence. For this reason, one must not be quick to undo the apparent 
inn ocence of ambiguous words in the poems. It is by continually switchin g our 
perspective between the explicit and tl1e implicit that we are given both an outline of 
Inn oce nce, and a critic1ue o f the stat e or form of imaginati on that Innocence outlines. 

Thus, when we read that darkness descends over the pastures in the concluclin g 
line of "The E,choing Green" (ES), we are invited to in terp ret this as signalling with 
eqnnl force the end of the day in the simplistic fiction of the poem, and as a threat to 
the bliss the fiction describes. In fact, on e need no t move beyond the verbal structur e 
of the poem to hear the ominous ring of tl1e last line. There is an easily visible 
moveme nt in the poem from "The Sun doc s arise" (1.1) to "Th e sun does descen d" 
(1.23) and from "On the Echoing Gree n" (1.10) to "On the darkening Green " (1.30). It 
is agmn worth working out just how the echoing of the Gree n is created in the first 
stanza : 

The Sun does arise, 
And make happy the skies. 
The merr y bells ring 
To welcome the Spring. 
The sky-lark an<l thru sh, 
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Th e birds of the bush, 
Sing loude r around, 
To the bells cheerful sound. 
\Xlhile our sports shall be seen 
On the Echoing Green. 

It is by the end of the stanza that the Green is set echoing with all sort s of 
sounds of nature . The first sound is that of the bells, which sound is then echoed by the 
bird s (they sing "to the bells ... sound") . The bells them selves sound in welcome to 
Spring , thus, by analogy, they echo Spring as the bird s echo the bells. Sprin g being 
conve ntionally metaphorical for birth, a metaphor enforced here by the rising of the 
Sun in the first line, th e sounding of the bells echoes this birth by setting the landscape 
into motion - or, better, echoing metaphorical 'Spring' by setting the landscape echoin g, 
giving it voice or imaginativ e birth . In this sense, then, it is Spring that is the sourc e of 
the echoing, and this makes it necessary to postpon e the reading of this poem and turn 
to "Sprin g" (E 14-1.5) to sec more clearly the nature of the se echoes. 
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Sound the Flute! 
Now it's mute. 
Birds delight 
Day and Night. 
Nightingale 
In the dale 
Lark in Sky 
Merrily 
Merri lv Merrily to welcome in the Year 

Little Boy 
Full of joy. 
Little Girl 
Sweet and small, 
Cock does crow 
So do you. 
Merry voice 
Infant noise 
Merri ly Merrily to ,velcome in the Year 

Littl e Lamb 
Here I am, 



Come and lick 
My white neck. 
Let me pull 
Your so ft\V ool. 
Let me kiss 
Your so ft face. 
Merril y l\-lerrily we welcome in the Year 

ECIIOI N (; IN N OCEN C E 

This poem, in Wagenknecht's reading, is "very much in the Orphic tradition," 
and presents the "process o f creati on. "27 Nature responds to the sound of the flute , 
comes out of the silence into day and night, the flute animates birds, and then children. 
As in "T he Echoing Green," everything that is animated in this poem 'welcomes' the 
year with its sounds and actions. The po em also depicts, in the process of re sponse s, 
the arising of erotic desire as the child woos the lamb in the fashion of a lover in the 
last stanza. 

Yet if this is indeed, as \'\lagenknecht suggests, a dance of the season to an 
Orphic pipe, why doe s the pipe become "m ute" already in the seco nd line? The sound 
of the flute seems to be replaced by bird song in the third line, and the fourth line 
affirms that this bird song is bound to nature, to the nature the pipe ha s awoken. The 
natural world and the pow ers of the piper indeed are in harmony, as we would exp ect 
from an Orphic poem , bu t ir is notewor thy that at the first sound of the pipe, other 
voices take over, as if the pipe was no lon ger needed, because its echoes are henceforth 
sufficient to keep the poem in motion - as inde ed the echoing refrain suggests. Thi s 
closely resembles the vanishing of the child in "Introduction." Thus when we ask if the 
motion of th e poem can reach as far as completin g the kiss, we are also asking if writin g 
echoes (which the piper begins after the vanishing of the child) can achieve the 
imaginative rebirth that in the union of child and lamb would here repeat the Orphic 
creation or the comin g of Spring to the ech oing gree n. 

Blak e etched this poem on two different plates; on the first, there is a child in 
the hp o f a mother figure, and some sheep farther off, while on the second th e child is 
seen wi th a smaller and nvo bigger lambs, pulling the face of the small one towards its 
face. This enforces the sense of movcmen t towards eroticism. Yet the two bigger lambs 
on the second plate seem to be the parents of the sma ll lamb - as the protecting 
mother disappears from the first plate, protectiv e parents appear on the other side on 

27 \Vagenkn ech t p.25. My readtng here owes to Wagenknechr's analyses of this poem and its illustrations 
(cf. pp. 24-29). 
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the second. This is yet another instance of ,vhat we have called a visual echo. It must 
also be noted that there is a slight change in the refrain in the third stanza: "to 
welcome" changes into "we welcome," suggesting the harmony of child and lamb, or, if 
we like, the success of the wooing. The illustrations, however, imply that there is in fact 
no exposure of the 'lovers' to the dangers of an independent relationship, the dangers 
implied by the biblical reference of betrayal in the second stanza ("Cock does crow / 
So do you"). The ever-present guides (the mother on the first, the parent-sheep on the 
second etching) are there to protect child and lamb from a world where betrayal has 
also been evoked. Design and text together imply that the appearance of "we" in the 
third refrain may well indicate harmony, but is not the consummation of the kiss. The 
poem's development stops short before this would take place, and the consummation is 
replaced by the return of the line that echoes through the poem, as the image of the 
mother is 'echoed' on the second plate by the image of the parent-sheep. 

The two-fold nature of echoing comes out very clearly on these plates. The 
pictorial echoing of the mother by the parent-sheep on the designs is also expressive of 
their harmony, just as the word "we" in the last refrain is expressive of the harmony of 
child and lamb in the text. At the same time, the echoing itself, both by pictorial means 
and by means of the refrain, is what stops the kiss short of being actually made. The 
protection of the parents is present and is necessitated by the potential betrayal, 
implying the dangers of the world beyond the pastoral that approach with the poem's 
approach towards eroticism. Innocence is not entirely safe, not entirely devoid of 
desire, the innocent require protection. Harmony here is not exactly a fulfilment of 
love; it seems to coincide, paradoxically, with a stopping short of fulfilment, which is 
necessary in order to stop short of exposure to an unprotected state. Neither is this a 
bad thing within Innocence. There, it is plainly harmony. Harmony, expressed by Orphic 
piping and pastoral echoing. 

But the figure of echo does its work here as well: while Echo, unsatisfied by 
Narcissus, resounds her words of longing, her voice turns into the pastoral echo 
expressive of the harmony of man, song and nature. 'I give you power over me' - in 
Blake's Songs, Echo gives power over to the harmony of pastoral song; the song admits 
her desire, but instead of fulfilling it, subsumes it in a harmony that claims to protect us 
from the despairs of longing. This protection is benevolent, as it keeps up the realm of 
Innocence, but is abortive in that with the same gesture it keeps up the echoes of 
longing. The work the figure of echo does in the poem beautifully comes to the open as 
the refrain, with the word "we" inserted, follows the phrase "Let me kiss / Your soft 
face": we get harmony instead of fulfilment. 
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Spring, as the birth of the Year, is in this poem heralded in by the sound of a 
flute - it is, in this sens e, itself an echo, as it is an answer to the Orphic song. If we now 
return to 'T he Echoin g Green" with what we hav e learned about Spring here, that it is 
itself an echo, giving birth to a year that will be spent under the ambi guous authority of 
the figur e o f echo, we will have a by now rath er un surprisin g answer to our initial 
question concerning the source of echoing in that poem. The bird s echo the bells, the 
bells metapho rically echo Spring, and this sets up the Blakean scene of Echoi ng 
Innocen ce, as Spring itself is an ech o initiating furth er echoing. "The Echoing Gree n" 
is not an 'Orp hic po em' in the sen se \'?agenknecht describes "Sp ring" - here we have 
no initi ating flute . \Vith the rising of the Sun Spring arrives and '=choing is set off to 
"make happy the skies." The source of this happ iness is o f course pastoral echoin g, the 
children' s harmony \vith nature. Th e turning of the "Ec hoing Green" into "darkening 
Green" within Innocence is only the end o f one blissfu l day that will be follow ed by the 
next; viewed from without, howe ver, we may well suspect that more than that is 
implied. T he more ominous sense is made almost explicit by saying that the childr en 
\vho re tire to the laps of their moth ers at the end of the day "No more can be merry" 
~.22). This, of course, is also the mom ent when echoing comes to an end. As oppose d 
to Spenser's Epitha/amion, however, the descendin g night and the dying down of 
echoin g is no H ymen , but a night spent in the mot her's lap -- in the lap of mother 
nature , if we like, that maintains the pot ential for longing. 

If the poem ind eed describe s a natural cycle, as seems m be the case, then this 
implies that the bliss of Innocence is dependent on this cycle. It is perhaps well to 
remind ourselves at this point that echoi ng is not only a figur e, but also a ph ysical 
phenom enon in which the figure roots: as such, echo ing depend s on nature . If Blake 
replaces the figure of memory with the figure of echo, he also repl aces a mental process 
with one that is dep endent on natur e. If he is replacing it to escape ima ginative 
depend ence on a Mu se, he is playing a deceptiv e game . If we set up a metaph or ic 
connecti on betw een m emory and echo saying that what we rem emb er are ech oes from 
our pa st, then there is still an important diff erenc e betwee n the two: while mem ory can 
and do es reshape the remembered, echoe s recapi tulate the same. Under the authority of 
the figur e of echo, dep endence on natur e cannot be escaped. The figure itself turn s this 
depend ence into a harm on ious relati on, which is pr ecisely the sense of Blake's use of 
pastoral ech oing. But this does no t erase the dep endence inher ent in the figure. The 
children in their m other's laps, which feature s often in the design s and texts of the Sot {~S 

of Im,ocem-e, is expres sive of just this dependence. But this also means that w-ith natural 
decay, Innoc ence also decays. The "organic decay" Harold Bloom notes in the threat of 
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th e 'darkening' green 28 is itself encoded into the Songs from the start by the echoing 
invocation. 

That this decay is in fact a regressive element in the imagination that writes 
echoes can also be discern ed in the "The Echoing Green." The poem counterbalanc es 
the approaching darkness by the lines 

Round the laps of their mother s, 
Many sisters and brothers , 
Like bird s in their nest, 
Are ready for rest . 

The children retire into safety; but they are also retirin g into their dependence on 
(mot her) nature. That the retiring of the children into their natural safety should 
coincide \vith the darkenin g of the green brings into the open the threat inherent in the 
harmony of Innocenc e. So far, however, we have not treated the middle stanza of the 
poem, to which we mu st now turn . 

Oki John with white hair 
Does laugh away care, 
Sitting under the oak, 
Among the old folk, 
They laugh at our play, 
And soon they all say. 
Such such were the joys. 
Wh en ,ve all girls and bo ys, 
In our youth -time were seen, 
On the Echoing Gree n . 

The elders, too are in harmony with the natural scen e and the children: their 
age does not contrast them to the little ones, as the y, too, by seeing the children , " laugh 
away care." The old folk, how ever, speak in the pa st tense - this apparently connect s 
them to memory, since wh at the y utrcr is what the y remember. Yet they share in the 
present bliss and remember their own past bliss at the same time. They also join int o 
the echoing scene by, as it were, echoing the joy of the children. The ir experience is one 
from the past, actualised by resounding in the present - and this is precisel y \vhat an 

28 IIarold Bloom , The Visionary Comp"'!Y· A Rcadi11g of English Romantic Poetry (London: Faber & Faber , 
1961) p. 31 
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echo does to sound. The relati on is nicely brought out aurally (by the repetition) and 
conceptually (by the past ten se) in the line "Such such were the joys." In Innocence, the 
reminiscences of the old folk are turned into echoes instead of memories. This, I 
believe, is once again the me ans to lend their joy immediacy instead of making it 
nosta lgic. 

N ow if we imagine Innocenc e to be an eternal state of bliss and take 
"darkening" ,it its face value, that is, as the end of a day followed by a next blissful day 
and so on, the children who now retire into their mo thers' laps will after a good 
number of such days become the "old folk" sittin g in this scene under the oak. In other 
words, the echoing of the Gr een will remain the form of experience for the children as 
it is now for the old folk. But the children themselves are even now playing on an 
echoing green, their form of experienc e being thu s no different from the direct yet 
indirect experience o f the old folk. "Darkening" with all its omin ous conn ota tions 
describes the state when echoing remain s the form of experience for ever. By invers ion , 
the old folk echoing the children them selves remain childr en . The old and th e young 
are not contr asted; they echo each oth er; they are the versi ons of each other. True, this 
also implies that the old folk remain innocent - in this sense, th ey are th e positive 
contrast to the elders o f Experience who are not in harmon y with, but repress children. 
But then, these old folk also keep retiring to the laps of their moth ers. They do not 
excee d the protective cuddling of natur e, they do not become creative mind s, the y lack 
the power for imaginative rebirth becau se they sing under the authority of Ech o. 

Th e elders in this po em are abs olutely positive figures, but that is only because 
we are here within Innocence. Viewed from an other perspective, it is in th e 
unengraved prophetic book written around the same time as the Songs, Tiriel, that we 
find the equivalents of these elders: 

And Har & Hev a like two children sat beneath the Oak 
Mn etha now aged ,vaited on them. & brought them food & clothin g 
But they were as the shadow of Har. & as the years forgott en 
Playing with flowe rs. & running after birds they spe nt th e day 
And in the night like infan ts slept delighted with infant dreams 

(E277) 

I do not think it is exaggeratin g to say that where "shado w" is written in this 
passage we may easily have 'echo.' A shadow is the visual equivalent of an echo, but 
that is not the only reason. The elder s of "The Ec hoing Green" are viewing their 
former selves, the y echo the children, in a sense they are the echoes of them selves. Th e 
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vales of Har, of which IIar and Heva arc the shadows, is the pastoral world of Tirie/. 
Likewise, the elders are themselves the echoes of the pastoral scene of Innocence -
their laugh is presumably also echoing in the landscape as they echo the laughs of the 
children. \'\?ere we not within Innocence in the poem, as we are not in Thiel, we may as 
well weep at seeing them. The relation of the 'shadow' in Tirie! to the echo in the Songs 
seems even more tenable by recalling a passage from the Mani({ge of Heaven 111td Helf 
"Those who restrain desire, do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained ... 
And being restrained it by degrees becomes passive till it is only the shadow of desire" 
(E34). The figure of echo, as we have seen, infuses into the Songs the echo of desire, 
which, as Echo's own desire, can only be passive. The figures of I Iar and Heva make 
explicit the regressivncss the figure of echo creates implicitly in the old folk of "The 
Echoing Green." 

It is also noteworthy that in Tirie/Mnetha, "tutelary genius" of the state of Ifar 
and Heva, the regressed innocents, bears a name that is presumably made up of the 
names of "\thena and Mnemosyne, goddesses of wisdom and of memory. 29 Thus in 
Tirie! those who are incapable of imaginative rebirth are presided over (partly) by the 
Mother of the .Muses, by memory, while in the Songs, where the shortcomings of 
Innocence are essentially the same as what produces the vales of Har, Echo has been 
found to be the gonrning figure. The echoing green valleys of Innocence and the vales 
of Har are, one could argue, of course not the same place, but as Northrop Frye 
reminds us, "all imaginative places are the same place" for Blake. 30 Mnemosyne and 
Echo are no aliens to each other, echoing does not defeat memory by its illusory 
immediacy. Innocence seems to be Beulah instead of the vale of Har of Tirie! in Blake's 
mythology merely by , 0irtue of the vie·wpoint. by the imaginative act of taking up a 
vie\vpoint inside Innocence. 

The imaginative act in question - the form of imagination in Innocence - is 
one that claims to do a,vay with memory as a part of tl1c imagination. But this, as Blake 
achieves it through the reliance on pastoralism, as we have seen, has its own 
consequences. Not only does this form of imagination appear in a sense regressive, not 
only is it not "Vision," but consequently it also has the added shortcoming that once we 
are within this state, there is no way to exceed the limits of Innocence.3 1 The 

29 Bloom, Commentary in E, p.946. 
30 Frye, "Blake's Introduction to Experience" in Frye, ed.: Blake. A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood 
Cliffs, N.J: Prentice - Hall, 1966) p. 27 
31 The vale of IJar in Bloom's phrasing (pp. 45-6) is "a lower paradise and seed bed of potential life which 
undergoes its own cycles but never dies into the life of human existence and so never becomes altogether 
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conclusion of The Book of The/ makes explicit just how ultimately binding this state of 
the soul and the writing of echoes are. Thel is allowed a glimpse beyond her pastoral 
world and upon hearing the "voice of sorrow" she flees aghast: 

\Vhy cannot the ear be closec.l to its own destruction? 
Or the glistening Eye to the poison of a smile! 
\Xi'hy are Eyelids stord with arrows rcac.ly drawn, 
\Vhere a thousand fighting men in ambush lie? 
Or an Eye of gifts & graces, show'ring fruits & coined gold! 
\X!hy a Tongue impress'd with honey from every wind? 
Why an Ear, a whirlpool fierce to draw creations in? 
\'(.'hy a Nosetril wide inhaling terror trembling & affright. 
\Vhy a tender curb upon the youthful burning boy! 
\v'hy a little curtain of flesh on the bed of our desire? 

The Virgin started from her seat, & with a shriek . 
Fled back unhindered till she came into the vales of Har 

(E6) 

Thel is obviously being frightened away from the world beyond her pastoral bliss by the 
exposure of the sensuality awaiting her. This is completely in keeping with what we 
have observed about Innocence, with Echo's incapacity to participate in this sensuality, 
and in Tin"e/Blake shows us what becomes of the virgin who flees back into the vales of 
f Iar, the pastoral world - our reading of "The Echoing Green" has revealed the same 
process. Furthermore, as Robert Gleckner has pointed out, the sex of the voice of 
sorrow remains ambiguous and "Blake is at some pains ... to allow the voice to be, in 
effect, Thel's own as well." 32 With this in mind, the first line of this speech - "\Vh y 
cannot the Ear be closed to its own destruction?" - may well be read also as Thel's own 
lament on he:: captivity in echoing Inn ocence. The "destruction" is, in this reading, that 
of echoe s, for it is to her, who cannot hear but echoes, that the world of sensuality 
appears as terror. She has fully given power over herself to the figure of echo, and thus 
she is doomed to imaginative passivity. 

The Book of The!, The So~gs of Innocence and Tiriel, all of which employ or reflect 
on pastoralism, outune a similar state of the soul and the imagination, though from 

real." We are now throwing a glance at the cycle o f this state of imagination, but what matters in the 
present argument is that "it never dies" into life; in other words, exit from it is not possible. 
32 Gleckner, Blake a11d Spemer p.33. 
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diff erent viewpoints. That the point of view makes all the difference can be discern ed 
from the different impressi ons Thel and Har and Heva are made to make: Thel is a 
fragile, pure, innocent spirit, while Har and Heva are ridiculous and pathetic. If, as I 
have been arguing, in The Songs of Innocence Blake tries to avoid memory, he does allude 
to the presence of Mnemos yne in Tiriel, in the book depicting the future fate of Thel, 
who her self is quite evidentl y in the state of Innocenc e. That is to say, in the Songs Blake 
creates a form in which the imagination claims to do without memory, but as soon as 
he makes us take up a differen t point of vantage and gives us a broader view of the 
pastoral world of echoin g Inn ocence, he re-admit s memo ry into the state of th e 
imagination his versions of the pastoral describe. On this score, we could obviously 
conclude that Blake is giving a satire of pastoralism and throu gh that also of a certain 
kind of imagination which he, largely due to its conn ection to memory, finds wantin g. I 
do not want to pretend that the satiric dimension of Blake's pastoralism should be 
disregarded, but it is quit e a diff erent point I want to concl ude ,vith. I think that on the 
basis of observing Blake' s strategies of excluding mem ory, we can also begin to grasp 
the nature of his oeuvre - in other words, we can grasp how Blake's work is formed 
through observ ing his struggle to exile Mnemos yne from the work of imagination . 

r\s we have seen, in creating his state of Innoc ence, instead of writing 
traditional pastoral, Blake has his piper write echoes - tl1is on the one hand is an 
avoi dance of the authori ty o f memory, and on the other it is outlining the central 
features of this state via its imaginatiYe potential. In thi s sense, avoiding memory itself 
has a role in shaping the poems: the specific altering of the figure Blake activates her e 
accounts , as I have tried to show in some of its detail s, for much that made the se 
poems take their specific shape. ffow ever, if the fate of the Muse here is to be refigured 
int o E cho, we are still witnessing the vicious circle of mythological statements (and 
rejecting the Muse is such a stateme nt), where metaph ors stand behind one another and 
disallow the poet's exit from the realm ruled by Mnemosyne. Thel's incapaci ty of 
leaving the vale of Har is itself an indication of the difficul ty, and the re-admission of 
memory through the figure of Mnetha in Tiiiel shows us that though the Muses may 
have been exiled from the Songs, l\foemosyne has not been exiled from the form of 
imagination these texts employ. As in our discussion of th e figure of memory, here too, 
we may ask if there is any getti ng around these metaph ors, and here too, we find tha t 
the metaphors do not vanish, but are only refigured : in thi s particular case we have 
found the figure of mem ory being refigured into the figure of echo . Furthermore, this 
very refigurin g plays an active part in how the pres ence of the metaphors effect s and 
shapes the texts. But then, Blake seems to be well aware of this (which we can discern 
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from his manipulation of generic peculiarities). He seems to be implying that far more 
needs to be done to avoid memory, which he indicates by presenting the pastoral world 
from different viewpoints. He is, I think, aware that memory and imagination are so 
fundamentall y bound up that to undo this tie, he must in a sense undo poetr y, or, to 
tone down the provocation in this statement, to undo our ways of understanding 
poetry . The aim of which, ultimately, may well be to achieve a way out of the vicious 
circle of interpreting metaphorical statements through other metaphors. Should this be 
achieved, not only would poetry be liberated from the realm of Mnemosyne, but our 
understanding of poetry may also have to be cut loose from the realm of literature. 
That Blake's aspirations may in fact go this far can be grasped in his attempt to 1JJ1ite 
visions and in his demand that we read visions. 

AFTERIBOUGHTS: BLAKE '.s' FORNI OF POETRY BEYO ND MEMORY 

As we notice that understanding Blake depends to a great degr ee on understanding the 
shifting of vie,vpoints, we may remember that in contrasting the Daughters of Memor y 
and the Dau ghters of Inspiration, Blake seems to have been asking precisely for a 
specific zvqy of seeing for the right kind of poetic imagination - in oth er words, we can 
easily connect Blake's technique of vie,v1Joints to a demand for an emphatically visual 
under standing of poetry. Furthermore, the visual element seems smoothly consonant 
with some of the reasons for Blake 's rejection of memory. Memory is to be exiled from 
the imaginati on because it binds the mind to time by enhancing seeing in sequence and 
becau se it bind s it to generalisation by enhancing thinking in abstractions. Sequence, 
and what seems its neces sary concomitant, abstraction, may be more comfortabl y 
evaded by images than by text s, since the literar y is neces sarily temporal , while the 
pictorial is spatial. The pictorial, theoretically, prc ~ents to the mind all elements of its 
subject simultaneously, while language cannot bu t work in sequence; and we can also 
argue that images (again strictly the oretic ally) achieve a higher degree of immediacy of 
perception than word s, which cann ot but contain an element of abstraction du e to the 
proce ss of signification. Consequcntiy, it seems likely that Blake 's combinati on of text 
and image is a necessary part of his endeavours for excluding memory from the 
imagination, for presenting an atemporal Vision. 

The counterpart here of the visual imagination in literary technique is Blak e's 
manipulation of point s of view. We have seen that one specific point of view will nev er 
give us the full sense of what Blake is saying, nor are we asked to progress from one 
viewpoint to the next. Inn ocence is not just one stage of the imagination, out o f which 

115 



7, SO I.T KO M ,\ RO \ IY 

one can progress to higher stages. This is precisely wh at writing echoes implies: echoe s 
cannot generate other kind s of sounds, only repeat the same. Likewise, writing ech oes 
cann ot develop into another kind of poetry. This is preci sely what echoing reveal s in 
conn ection to the state of Innocence: because Innoc ence is echoing with its own 
soun ds, it can only be echoed by its dwellers. The pip er will keep being inspired to 
write the same song, the only one which he seems capable of writing, Old John will 
keep hearin g the echo es o f the joy of the children and stay a child in imagination , Thel 
will for ever flee the voice of sorrow which echoes her ow n terro r at what lies beyon d 
Inn ocenc e, and Har and Heva will never see themselves as Blake make s us see them. 
But Blake makes us see them as regressed Innocent s only thr ough the conjuncti on of 
several works, and of several point s of view. Only by seeing simultaneously all the 
viewpoints Blake has to offer can we grasp all he meant to say in individual work s. 
Surely, there is nothing very surp rising in the observati on that new light will be th rown 
on a poem by other po ems of the poet. In the case of Blake's work, however, our very 
misunderstandings of a poe m \vhich can result from disregardin g other poem s is an 
essential part of any one of Blake's poems. In its radi cal form , this will mean that none 
of Blake's particular texts will yield to und erstandin g without considering the whole of 
Blake's poetry ; or, the misund erstandin g that deriv es from not considering the whole 
oeuvre is itself part of what each poem has to tell us - but th en again, we will on ly 
understand our misund erstandin gs through observing the who le work. Without holding 
in mind all the view-points simul taneo usly, our interpr etations will act out the fate of 
Thel, just as a limited und ers tandin g of, in our case, The Songs of Innocence \vill yield 
nothin g but sentimentality. If ou r int erpretation only echoes Innocence, we will remain 
en trapped in a limited form of imagination. 33 

T his is very prob ably one of the features of Blake's poetry that make s it so 
difficult to understand: in a sense, we have to read all his poetry to be able to see int o 

33 Robert Gleckne r 's important essay, "Po int of View and Context in Blake's Songs" (first published in The 
Balleti11 ~! the Neu; ·York Public Library, LXI, 11, November 1957, and reprinted in North rop Frye, ed., Blake. 
A Coilectio11 ef Critical Emgs pp. 8-14) opens by giving a crititJue of J oseph \v'icl.;'steed's reading of "My 
Pretty Rose Tree" as guilty of jus r the kind of fallacy I am describin g. Among other instances of the 
consequences of such read ings we could mentio n Gillham 's avoid ance of noting or interpr eting the 
ambiguities of the poem s, in Blok, 's Contrary States (Cambr idge: CUP, 1966), which is the resu lt of seeing 
lnnocence as simpl y 'good' and Exper ience as simply 'bad. ' Of course I am not implying that excellent 
critics dabble in sentimental ity when reading from restrict ed viewpoints, but one doe s find a good deal of 
some time s tediou s mora lising when such .criticis m attempts to make th ese simple poems seem imp ortant in 
themselves. 
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any one piece, and to see whatever it is that Blake wants us to see, we should , becau se 
we can but read his po etry, read it all at once, as it were, simultane ous ly. But then , this is 
probabl y the very reas on why Blak e writ es the way h e does, usin g constantly shifting 
viewpoi nts, giving us no t a sequenc e o f poems, but showing us the vas t panorama o f a 
single wo rk. It is from th e same p erspec tive that it becomes very signific ant th at Blake 
was no t only a poet bu t also an arti st, and the fact that he also pro du ced de sign s is an 
essential part of the way he wrot e. \Vhat I am driving at with th ese point s is my 
impressi on that Blake is asking the reader to see his p oetry as if it wer e a singl e im age, 
thus attemp ting to br eak down th e inherent temp orali ty of th e literar y tex t and the 
ab stracti on inherent in wo rd s. Blake's boo ks to a certain exten t tes tify to thi s, since 
what Blake produced were in the majori ty illumin ated book s: no t merel y words on 
paper, but exquisite art- objects to be treated, seen and read, as obj ects . For inst anc e, in 
one version, the Son:ss of Experience is etch ed on the o ther side of th e plates of th e Songs 
of Innocence, the result o f which is tha t when we see or rea d one sid e, we cann ot sec th e 
o ther , but in fact we hold bo th in our hand s, we have both state s at once be fore us.34 

The idea I want to inj ect here is tha t this is of imp orta nce in Blake 's work: hi s book is 
also an object with spati al dimension s, which if we 'flip through ' in sequence will lose 
some of its dimension s. 

But Vision seems to mean even more than th e presentati on of the world as one 
image. If Blake present s his poetr y as a vast pictur e, it is furth erm ore to be seen as a 
four-dim ens10nal ima ge, the fourth dim ension being the simult aneo us Vision of the 
three distinguishable dim ensions of images - only thu s ,vill Visio n ind eed belon g to the 
imaginati on and not only to the eye. The three dim ensional ima ge, if we like, is wha t we 
see with th e eye, but ima gination loo ks " thru [the eye] & no r with it" (E5 66) . 
Corr espondin gly, Blake's whole m ytho logy (if we wish to give it that name ) is itself 
"fourfold ," built up as it is of Ulr o, Ge neration, Beulah and E den, where fourfold 
vision belongs only to E den , and so does what onl y qu alifies as fully human for Blake : 
"The Hum an is Four fo ld" (E 97). Inn oce nce cann ot b e the final form of in1aginati on : it 
may pr etend to have done away with m emo ry, but it is still only part of th e whole 
picture .35 Because to Blake memor y bind s the mind to time, sequ enc e and ab straction, 
it is relegat ed to Ulro. 

34 See Peter Ackr oyd, Bl,,ke (Lo ndon: Q uality Paperb acks Direct , 1995), pp .121, 141. Ackrovd argues (pp 
141-42) that due to the " technical process " of the prod uct ion of the book , it "beco mes resistan t to 
conven tional interpretati on ( ... ) ." 
35 See Fr ye, Fearjit! Symme/J]', p.233: "Beulah is a plac<: of perilou s equipoise, being as it is the region of the 
imagination whic h falls shor t of the discipl.med unity of art . Ede n is 'h um an'; Beulah is 'sexual,' the region 
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That Blake's rejection of memory is an important part of his rejection of a 
certain kind of imagination and poetr y, and a part of his endeavour to write Visions, is 
made explicit by Blake and is a well -established point in Blake scholarship. What I hope 
to have shown, on the one hand, is that if memory is not merely regarded as a mental 
process but as a metaphor for the imagination, the exclusion of the metaphor has 
inevitable consequences, the interpr etation of which is likely to aid our interpretation of 
the poems. The point of these perhaps somewhat ra sh afterthought s is that it is also 
likely that Blake's whole poetic oeuvre takes its specific shape as a result of his 
radicalism in exiling Mnemos yne from the realm of poetry. A body of poetry that is 
asked to be seen as a huge image seems to be Blake's final form of a poetry that can do 
without memory. Throu gh the serious interest and work of a number of poet s and 
critics, Blake's work 1s to a certain extent redeemed from obscurity, but it remains 
rather inaccessible and impenetrable for the general reader or even for the non-
specialist critic. The reason for this is not necessarily the peculiarity o f Blake's ideas, but 
rather the peculiarity of the artistic form he cho se to express his ideas in. Yet form, of 
course, cannot be separated from, but is dependent on and formative of the idea s. The 
fact that among these ideas is the conviction that "Imagination has nothing to do with 
Memory" (£ 666) determines to a large extent the form of Blake's poetry - what I have 
been impl ying is that this form i:-, as it were, on the verge of bein g something other 
than po etry. The stren gth of the figurative kinship between memory and imagin ation, 
and of the metaphor express ing thi s (which I hav e here called the figure of memor y) 
seems to be such, that their annihilati on demands something short o f the annihilation 
of poetry as a temporal art. 

This doe s not mean that I would not regard Blake's poet ry as poetry - to say 
this would be to say that there exists some prec oncei ved notion of poetry as separate 
from actually existing poems On the contrary, wh at I am suggesting is that Blake's 
work is pu shing poetry beyond the limit s his predec esso rs' work s have ascribed to it, 
and that he is compelled to do this in his urg~ to divorce imaginati on from mem ory 
Mnemosyne and her Dau ghters ma y be expe lled from the realm of poetry, but the pric e 
of that seems to be that the very natur e of poetry itself will have to go through a radical 
transformation. The nature of Blake 's work, just as much as its obscurity and its 
grandeur, all have much to do with th e relentles sne ss with wh ich he pursu ed this 
transformation. 

of passive pleasure, a Freudi an land of dream s in which all images are erotic." To which we could add that 
Beulah is all th e more Freudian as its erotic dreams are always supp ressed and un fulfilled, as the poetry of 
Innocen ce is determined by Echo's longin g. 
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Blake: The Whirlwind ef Lovers. Divine Comee/),, Plate 10. 

D. G. Rossetti: Paolo and Francesca 



Marta Macsok 

Dante Revisited 

The Vision of Paolo and Francesca in Blake's and D. G. Rossetti's 
Interpretation 

Dante Gabrie l Rossetti 's interest in and enthusiasm for \Villiam Blake's poetry and art 
can be seen as one of the most important stimuli behind the history of the critical 
assumptions of the second half of the nineteenth century. Blake ' clarity of form and 
mystic idealism exercised a profound influence on Dante Gabr iel Rossetti's plastic 
imagination whose enthu siastic interest in Blake was one of the crucial motifs that 
shaped the aesthetic norms of "Rossettiism" (to be distinguished from Pre-
Raphaelitism proper: from 1857 to 1882), and the emerg ence, at the end of the century , 
of Aesthetic ism. And it is also throu gh the Pre-Raphaelite experim ent that a continuity 
from Blake to the Symb olist Movement can be established . 

It was in 1847, the year of the ascendancy of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherh ood, 
that D. G. Rossetti bought Blake's Notebook, "a varied collection of his writings, 
interspersed with drawin gs and sketches" 1 which was in his possession till his death in 
1882, and came to be known as The Rossetti MS. 2 In his brother's, William Michael 
Rossetti's view, "His ownership of his truly precious volume [ ... ] con duced to the Pre-

1 
G. Keynes, Blake Studies. Ess'!)1S 011 his Life and Work. (2nd• ed. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), p. 8. 

2 He writes the following about the circumstances of the purch ase which I quote with Bentley's added 
note s: "I purchased this original MS of [Samuel Palmer's brother \'villiam] Palmer, an attendant in the 
Antique Gallery at the British Mu seum , on the 30'1• .>\pril, 1847. Palmer knew Blake personally, and it was 
from the artist's wife that he had the pr esent MS which he sold me for 10 S. [and for which Dante' s 
brother William supplied the cash]." G. F.. Bentle y, ed., lf?'i/li,1111 Blake. The Critical Heritage (London & 
Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1975.), p.243 
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Raphaelite movement [ ... ) and its contents] were balsam to Rossetti's soul, and grist to 
his mill . The volume was moreover the origin of all his after-concern in Blake 
literature." 3 The role of the MS proved to be instrumental in the nineteenth century 
history of Blake's legacy. fo r his biography of Blake, Lzje of William Blake, 'Pictor lgnotus' 
(1855-1863 , published in 1863), Alexander Gilchri st collected all the data from Blake's 
admirers and from direct witnesses of his life, among them "a kind o f syndicate of the 
Pre-Raphaelite Broth ers." 4 D.G. Ros setti not only lent the MS to Gilchrist but he also 
selected Blake's lyrics for the second volume of Gilchrist's biography, which was the 
first critical statement on Blake that made his name as a poet known to a wider 
audience . 

D.G. Rossetti's reading of Blake's work as a poet and artist is an area that 
needs further research. His poem "\v'illiam Blake" is in the view of R. N. Essick "one 
of the more explicit and distrnguished responses by the Pre-Raphaelites to their most 
important British precur sor as a po et/art ist."" 

This is the place . Even here the dauntless soul, 
The unflinching hand, wrought, on; till in that nook, 
As on that very bed, his life parto ok 

New birth, and passed. Yon river 's dusk y shoal, 
\v'hereto the close-bu ilt coiling lane s unroll, 

Faced his wor k-,vind ow , whence his eyes would stare, 
Thought-wand ering, unto nou ght that met them there, 

But to the unfettered irreversible goal. 
This cupbr>ard, H olr of Holies, held the cloud 

Of his soul writ and limned; this other one , 
Hi s true ,vife's charge, full oft to their abode 

Yielded for daily bread the mar tyr's sto ne, 
Ere yet their food might be that Bread alone, 

The words now home -speech of the mouth of God. 6 

The po em with its emphasis on a "da untle ss soul" and "unflinching hand" defines 

3 See W. M. Rossetti hims elf in Some Remi111J·ce11ces o( Irtl!iam ,\1ichac/ Rossetti. Quot ed by Bentley p. 243 
4 Bentle y, p. 11. 
5 Robert N . Essick, "Dante Ga briel Ro ssetti, FreJeric Shields, and the Spirit of \Villiam Blake" Vidoria11 
Poetry 1986 Summer V. 24. (2) p 163. 
1
' "William Blake (f o Fred erick Shields, on his sket ch of Blake's work-room and death-room, 3 Fountain 
Court, Strand)" D. G. Rossetti, The Poetical l!i'01k.r (j Dante Gab1iel Rossetti. (J ,ondon: Ellis & I ilvey, 1903), p. 
338. 
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Blake as a devout soul, completely absorbed in his visionary world, completely cut off 
from the reality of his time. Essick also calls attention to the fact that "there is the 
substitution of the life for the works: the 'dauntless soul', not the productions of that 
soul, provides both motivation and subject." 7 Moreover, the poem's religious 
terminology (Holy of Holies, Bread, mouth of God) seems to suggest that in Rossetti's 
view for Blake, just as for himself , art is an expression of a quasi-religious experience. 

In Rossetti's allegorical tale Hand and Sou/what the apparition (which is usually 
taken to symbolise the artist's soul) says to Chiaro in this allegorical tale seems to be 
very close to Blake's own concept of art: 

Chiaro , servant of God, take now thine Art unto thee, and paint me thus, as I 
am, to know me: weak, as I am, and in the weeds of this time; only with eyes 
which seek out labour, and with a faith, not learned, yet jealous of prayer. Do 
this; so shall thy soul stand before thee always, and perplex thee no more. 8 

Blake also classifies spiritual perception/ imagination as the only way to true art. 
"Knowledge of Ideal Beauty is Not to be Acquired. It is Born with us ... Passion & 
Expression is Beauty itself ... Inspiration & Vision ... will always Remain my Element, 
my Eternal Dwelling place." 9 

For Rossetti it must have been a revelation when he became familiar with 
Blake's works in the British Museum as early as 1845. Blake's style is a hybrid style as 
W.J.T. Mitchell defines it.10 The flat plane, the more primitive perspective than that ofi 
the Classica l age, are indicative of the Gothic influence, while human figures - usually 
symbolising some spiritual quality or condition - are very often classical. This Romantic 
Classicism could very easily have inspired Rossetti to create a new style. Blake's 
influ ence , in the form of a direct transfer of motifs in Rossetti's paintings has been 

. d b . . II pomte out y many critics . 

7 Essick p. 170. Rossetti's preference for his forefathers' life to their work is a characteristically Victorian 
approach, which can be noticed in his devotion to Dante's Vita Nttova. 
8 

D. G. Rossetti, Poems & Tra11slatio11s 1850-1870. Together with the Prose Story 'Ha11d and Soul' (London: 
Oxford University Press Humphr ey Milford, 1926), p. 168. 
9 See Blake's 1808 text "Annotation s to Sir Joshua Reynold's Discottrsel' in \YI. Blake, The Complete 1Vriti11gs of 
!Vil!iam Blake ed. G . Keynes (London: Oxford University Press, 1966), pp. 459., 466., 477. 
10 W. J. T. Mitchell, Blake's Composite Art. A Sturfy of the Illuminated Poetry (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1978), pp. 35-36. 
11 In analysing Rossetti's Hist! said Kate theQuem (1851) Hilton (p. 97) notes that "the most satisfactory part 
of the picture is the line of attendants behind the maid servants who comb out the Queen's hair. These 
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In the following analysis of Blake's and Rossetti 's recreation of Dante's vision 
o f Paolo and Francesca, howeve r, it is not the continuity between the; two artis ts I 
would like to focus on, but the essential difference of their conceptions of human and 
divine reality which determin es their own very specific interpr etation and rendering of 
the concept of love central to the philosophy of Dante as well as Blake and Rossetti. It 
might be most fruitful to empl oy W. J. T. Mitchell's distincti ons in the definiti on of 
Blake's unigueness, who sugges ts that Blake's conc ept of ut pictura poesis, or the sister 
art s is different from that of his predecessors and cont emp oraries. Firstl y, Mitch ell 
points at the difference between visual tran slation and visionary transformati on ; 
second ly, he shows what great a distance there is betwee n pictorialist-descriptive po etry 
(verbal painting) and visionary prophecy; thirdl y, he shows the distance betw een 
narrative, allegorical and pur ely visionary (symbolical) approaches in illustration. He 
stat es that Blake's work should be distinguished from th e simple and direct methods of 
traditional illustration. Blake does not give a translation o f the text in his illustration , 
neither is he pictorial: "he always avoids luring sirens of description." 12 His work is not 
narrative-like, neither is it allegorical. His poetry and painting are indep end ent 
component part s of the whole invisible text (the comple x whole), who se imagery has 
been derived from sacred literature where "the scene is indistinguishable from the 
narrator's consciousnes s." 13 Blake strives to unif y the separate meanings: that of the 
poem and that of the pictur e. The contemplation of the state of the fallen world (and 
,vo rd) leads often enough to infertile nostalgia; in Blake's analysis, however, the Fall is 
the res ult of erroneous percep tion and the fallen world is to be described in dramatic 

figures, derived surely from Blake, exhibit Rossetti's nice sense of rh ythm, of artistic interval, when 
composing on a flat plane rather than in depth." The patt ern ing as an atmospheric device and flat plane is 
also a sign ificant element in Paolo a11d Frrmi-esra (1855) espec ially in the third panel. Another aspect 
remini scent of Blake 's world can be seen in LA Do1111a dellt1 Fiamma (1870), whe re a gro tesque mediaeval 
figure appears in a flame on rhe lady's palm and creates a sur real montage . "T he winge d figure of Love 
within the flame is possibl y adopted from the fiery spirits and angels of \v'illiam Blake ... [vcho was] an 
obvious sou rce for sprites, " writes David Rodgers , Rossetti (London: Phaidon Press, 1996), p. 104. The 
montage technil1ue is used by Rossetti as in the haunting Beata Beatrix (1864-70) or the odd Dan/is Amor 
(1860). In The Blessed Damozel (1875-80), beside the heavy symbolism, Rossetti employs a wide ran ge of 
devices thus producing an extremely crow ded space (separate boxes of pictorial space, the symm etrically 
arranged angels, and the patterns of embracing lovers). The idea of separation express ed in box es and the 
embracing lovers in Heaven , particu larly, are reminiscent of Blake's illustrat ion to D ante 's story of Paolo 
and Francesca for us. 
12 . 

Mitchell , p 21. 
n . 

Mitc hell, p 21. 
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terms where the tension is fed by the recognition of division, in the light of which the 
perceiver is cut off from the invisible, transcendent reality, a reality which is separated 
from him as a reality outside or beyond him. Blake sees the world in its paradisical unity 
of "ideas-reality," which can be reached through artistic activity. Art based on the 
mimetic theory of Plato or on Lockean empiricism is the greatest error in Blake's 
view. 14 And, indeed, this seems to be one of the main differences between Blake and 
the Pre-Raphaelites: the latter in their allegorical representations give an enhanced 
importance to the realism of historical and natural details. As far as the human body, 
nature and historical accessories are concerned, they employed models for drawing 
human face and body, painted naturalistic images of the countryside on the spot staying 
close to the original scene; and used costume books in order to stay faithful to the given 
historical age. 15 

The Dante illustrations were equally significant in Blake's and Rossetti's 
careers. It was in 1824, when he was 67 and still unknown to the wider public, that 
Blake received his last major commission through John Linnell to make illustrations to 
the Divina Commedill. The Circle of the Lustful (watercolour and engraving), or The 
!Vhir!tvi11d of Loven From Dante j Inferno Canto V (Paolo and Francesca) provide a kind of 
summary of his ideas on human life. The fact that he was commissioned for this task 
implies that his earlier \vorks must have been interpreted by J. Linnell as "something 
similar to Dante." 16 He was weak and ill, working in bed when Samuel Palmer went to 
see him/' but still quarrelling ,Yith and correcting the traditional Christian jurisdiction. 
"Every thing in Dante's Comcdia shcws That for Tyrannical Purposes he has made 

14 . h 11 Mttc e, p. 4. 
15 i] H ton, p. 17. 
16 

To characterise his absorbing interest in Dante we may note he studied three different translations of 
Dante's Commedia during his life: Henry 13o,.cd's translation of the llrfemo (published in 1785), Henry Cary's 
rranslation (oublished in 1805-6 and in 1814) and an original in Italian (published in 1564). See Keynes p. 
1 :iO and Bentley pp 146, 166. However, "his illustrati,ns we1·e made mainly under the guidance of Cary's 
work," states Tinkler-Villani of Dm1le i11 E11cglish Poel!y. Trcmslat1011s al the Commedia _from Jonathan 
l{ichard.roi: to IVi!!iam Blake. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1989, p. 2,14). It is quite probable that Blake was also 
familiar with the earliest English translation, that of Jonathan Richardson's made to the Ugolino incident 
(Inferno lII) published 111 1719. M. Klonsky (BL1ke's D1111!e. The Complete I!lustra!iom to the Divine Comedy, 
London: Sidgwick & Jackson, 1980, p. 30) writes that "none other than Sir Joshua Reynolds sent a painting 
of Ugolino in the tower to the annual Royal Academy Exhibition, where the twenty-year-old Blake no 
doubt saw it." Blake was surrounded by friends/rivals who were also affected by Dante, such as Flaxman 
and Fuseli, who knew Italian well and stayed in Italy for long periods, unlike the poet. 
17 Bentley, p. 145. 
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This World the Foundation of All & the Goddess Nature Memory is his Inspirer & not 
Imagination the Holy Ghost," he wrote on one unfinished watercolour. 18 Present 
criticism still often uses this comparison, since he always dealt "with the atmospheric 
potentialities of Dante's vision of Hell," 19 not only when he painted his watercolours 
for Dante. He used traditional mediaeval emblems to express his own internal conflicts. 
Similarly to Dante himself, he applied the method of "inward-looking memory 
drawing." 20 The description of outer history goes hand in hand with the inner history of 
his own 'psycho-biography'. 21 

As for Rossetti, his Dante experience was a life-long obsession from 1849 on, 
that stemmed from his family background and heritage. Rossetti identified himself with 
Dante, and although he also made some illustrations to the Divina Commedia, he 
preferred the overtly autobiographical Vita Nuova to the dramatic Commedia. \v'hile 
Rossetti entered Dante's world as a historical-real-practical world, the soil of personal 
nostalgia - he never visited, though he forever longed to visit, Italy-, Blake entered the 
Commedia as a spiritual treasure house which had its own iconographical ornaments 
sanctioned by mediaeval theological traditions. "An admiration for the Italians becomes 
a measure of the role of sublimity and imagination in English poetry," states Tinkler-
Villani,22 and that is especially true in relation to the Dantesque influence on Blake and 
Rossetti. 

The circles, or associative chains, as structure, are important in the original 
story written by Dante, which can also be seen in Paolo and Francesca's love story. 
Paolo and his brother's wife, Francesca fell in love with each other as a consequence of 
reading (and interpreting) a famous chivalric romance about Lancelotto's love for 
Genoveva. The lyrical hero, Dante, faints and falls as a corpse because he has been 
struck by pain, associating himself with the lovers (interpreting Paolo and Francesca's 
story). 

Mentre che l'uno spirto questo disse, 
l'altro piangea; si che di pietade 

18 Quoted in D. Bindman, ed. William Blake. His Art a11d Times. (London: Thames & Hudson, 1982), p. 44. 
19 Bindman, ed., William Blake. His Art and Times p. 43. 
20 K. Clark, Blake and Visionary Art. (Glasgow: University of Glasgow Press, 1973), p. 21. 
21 M. H. Abrams, Natural Supernaturalism. Traditio11 and &:volution in Romantic Literat11re (New York: \V \V 
Norton & Company, 1971), p. 46. 
22 Tinkler-Villani, p. 296. 
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io venni men cosi com'io morisse . 
E caddi come corpo morto cade. 23 

Dante discovers his own fate in the fate of the lovers and similarly to Paolo and 
Francesca, interprets a story which is emblematic of his own life 

Di quel che uclire e che parlar vi piace, 
noi udiremo e parleremo a voi, 
mentre che'l vento, come fa, ci tace.24 

Interpretation is the definitive framework of the Commedia. For a guide Dante 
chooses Virgil, an anima naturaliter chn·stiana. whose great popularity in the Middle Ages 
was due mainly to his Messianic Eclogue (the fourth) which has been regarded as the 
prophecy of the birth of Christ, in this sense he was thought to be able to see "present, 
past and future." Dante himself, however, though a cosmic traveller, still lives in a state 
of constant interpretation, the past, during his journe y through Hell. Explaining what 
he considers a basically hermeneutic relationship between the character and the author 
of a work of fiction, Paul de Man writes that it "is ( ... ) governed ( ... ) solely by an act of 
understanding ... , [ and] when another is chosen as a model of literary identity, as in the 
case of certain literary influences, the relationship takes on the form of an encounter (as 
between Dante and Virgil) and a recognition (anagnorisii) of the other as a temporal 
precursor." 25 The poet Dante's text will be the story of passion and resurrection only in 
the scope of the whole of the three parts: Inferno, Purgatorio and Paradiso, or rather 
the past, the present and the future. Carnal sinners are sentenced to constant 
separation, so Paolo and Francesca have been deprived of the hope of liberation, and 
will stay in a static eternity, suffering forever. 

Blake's picture , on the other hand, shows a dynamic moment. There are three 
rnurces of energy. First of all, the sun is radiating light in the distance in the right 
corner. This is the most abstract and spiritual emblem of radiating power, as "the sun is 

23 Dante Alighieri, L, Con111mlia secondo l'anlita v11lgata. (Torino: Giulio Einaudi editorc, 1975) p. 24, Infer110 
V.139-142. "And all the while one spirit uttered this, / The other one did weep so, that, for pity, / I 
swooned away as if I had been dying, / And fell, even as a dead body falls." Dante Alighieri, The Divine 
Comerfy, transl. H. W. Longfellow (Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1867). 
24 Dante , fojer110 V.94-96. In Longfellow's translation: "Of what it pleases thee to hear and speak, / That 
will we hear , and we will speak to you, / \Vhile silent is the wind, as it is now." 
25 Paul de Man, Roma11ticism and Contemporary Criticism. The Gauss Seminar and Other Papers ed. Burt, Newmark, 
Warminsky. (Baltimore and London: The John s Hopkins University Press, 1993), pp. 21-22. 
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the symbol of the imagination ... associated with the Divine Vision and the Divine 
Family" in Blake's system. 26 In his poem to Thomas Butts Los himself appears to him 
when the sun rises. Imagination is creative vision which transcends time. 

Then Los appear'd in all his power: 
In the Sun he appcar'd, descending before 
My face in fierce flames; in my double sight 
'Twas outward a Sun: inward Los in his might. 
( ... )Los flam'd in my path, & the Sun was hot 
\Vith the bows of my Mind & the Arrows of Thought - 27 

Another form of energy is indicated by the whirlwind which breaks in at the 
foreground of the picture, as a river, under a thorny bank, and leaves the picture as a 
wind, after taking a whole swirl in the far corner. This is a concrete physical power. The 
cemral movement is a projection, coming out of the body of the "mental traveller," 
Dante. He is clothed in red. This is an imagined supernatural vision: a flame encloses 
Paolo and Francesca. They, as an emanation, leave Dante's body as the soul leaves the 
body at the moment of death. The plane of light is separated from the stream and from 
those \vho are being torn apart, other men and women. There is one standing figure at 
the lying figure's head who can be identified with Virgil. He is another aspect of the 
same human figure, but he is clothed in blue. Red and blue are the dominant colours in 
the watercolour. W11ile red dominates in the bottom-left triangle where Classical bodies 
are being tossed, and a yellowish bloody river flows, blue characterises the upper-right 
corner where the bright sun is placed in a dark patch and the elongated Gothic bodies 
of Paolo and Francesca (painted in bluish-red) emanate from the protagonist's body. 
Some black and yellow give a change in both parts in front of a dark blue background. 
EYery human figure has its own other self. Dante complements Virgil, Francesca 
belongs to Paolo, and eYery male figure has a female opposite, though only those in the 
sun are unified in a harmonious embrace, kissing each other, enjoying each other's 
presence. The others are separated or threatened with separation. Virgil is the 
intellectual ,vitness, the only one in the state to recognise clearly the horror of the 
scene, with his back to the sun. Dante has lost consciousness, he is at the boundary of 
life and death in the state of a dream-vision, while the men and women are in constant 

26 S. Foster Damon, A Blake Dictionary. The Ideas 11111/ Symbols of !Vi!liam Blake (Providence, Rhode Isiand: 
Brown University Press, 1965), p. 390. 
27 Blake, p. 818. 

126 



D!INTE RE VIS ITED 

motion, striving to find each other. They are engaged in physical strife, trying to reach 
each other by physical strength. Probably, the picture can be seen as the description of 
physical (the lovers), emotional (Paolo and Francesca), intellectual (Virgil) and 
imaginative (the pair in the sun) faculties, most painfully separated from each other. 

The lovers seem to be unified towards the upper part, 2
K though some of them 

fall and lose their companion. Where the whirlwind is broken, Dante 's body seems to 
be touched by one of the unfortunate, so he has a link to the main whirlwind beside the 
smaller one, where Paolo and Francesca are tossed and float helplessly. They soar 
11p1.vards (heavenward), in the opposite direction to the "male figure, shown in a reversed 
cruciform position." 29 Only the sun indicates security and permanence. \v'hile Paolo 
and Francesca represent Dante's own inner division, or Dante's imagination, the pair in 
the sun projects the vision of a more general consciousness, "Imagination, the Holy 
Ghost." It has the separateness of the future where the pairs arc headed, and also the 
past where harmony had been. It is emblematic of "innocence" and the original unity 
of Adam and Eve in Paradise, and also of harmony regained in Eternity, the condition 
of reintegration, that can be attained after the sphere of the present, represented by the 
two travellers . The viewer sees the Past, the Present and the Future together which 
suggests that the Past and t~i Future are equally present, and should be seen in every 
moment of our personal life. 

In his compassion Dante identifies himself with the tormented lovers. On the 
one hand, Dante's inner world is an internalised outer hell, that is, he is capable of 
offering us a survey of the history of mankind. On the other hand, the narrative is an 
externalised inner hell where Paolo and Francesca are tormented. Thus this particular 
episode, very much in the same way as the whole Commedia, can be read as Dante's own 
psycho-biography. The story of Paolo and Francesca is as much an outer (time-and-
space specific ) experience as a frame to express a generic, though personal psychic 
event. 

In the Paolo and Francesca episode Dante is concerned with passion that is 
forbidden by traditional moral law, and the punishment meted out to the transgressors 
will never be lifted, while Blake interprets the story as emblematic of the fallen world 
that seeks redemption which is sure to come. He introduces the power of art, "holy 
imagination," that redeems and gives new life, and opens the future of conver sion to a 

28 Bindman, ed., W'illiam Blake. His Art a11d Times p. 180. 
?9 - Klonsky, p. 139. 
3° Cor rect perception can bring redemption at any moment. It triggers the state of the redeemed Albion 
where all the Zoas are "delighting in their brotherhood" (Klonsky p. 26). 
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true religion: Dante is seen in his picture as fallen into division as if he had been the 
sexless Albion of primeval unity. Dante's fallen state is reflected in th_e position of 
_Paolo and Francesca, who correspond in my interpretation to Adam and Eve, the 
sexual contraries. The series of division in Blake's Paolo and Francesca can be seen as the 
story of man thrown into matter, who seeks a higher paradise of organised innocence. 
This is the theological design, that a true Christian follows in his journey in life from 
matter to spirit through the help of true art, in Blake's opinion. This is why the sun 
emblem is the goal of the movement of the return, and not only the "episode of Paolo 
and Francesca, represented in a kind of sun," as Bindman writes. 31 In his interpretation, 
the emblem of the initial sinful act , the sun, irradiate s the whole picture .32 Virgil is a 
viewer at first remove from Dante, Blake, the artist, is positioned at the second remove, 
thus he is able to correct the error of Dante's view of human histor y.33 

In The Circle of the Lustful Blake seems to emphasise his own theory of 
imagination . In it the visual associations, practically speaking, destro y its ties with the 
original text and they create a view of the human condition which calls Dante' s world 
view radically into question. In Dante the lovers are doomed to eternal punishment, 
whereas Blake definitely acquits them, interpreting their sin of adultery as if it was not a 
deliberate choice of theirs, and the fallen world can be corrected after undergoing 
experience . Blake ardently seeks Christ, which manif ests itself in his illustration: the 
faculties of mercy and love dominate over tyrannical impersonal judgement. The power 
of imagination goes hand in hand with the remission of sins in his world. 

did he Qesus Christ]. .. turn away the law from the woman taken in adulter y? 
... I tell you, no virtue can exist without breaking (these) ten commandments. 
Jesus was all virtue, and acted from impulse, not from rule s, 

wrote Blake in The Marriage of Heaven and Helf at tl1e beginning of his career. 34 He did 
not believe in sin later eiilier. Jesus as the Forgiveness of sins, perhaps, is the only motif 
that does not change its meaning during his career. 

'
1 

Bindm an, ed., William Blake. His Art a11d Times p. 180. 
32 

D. Bindm an, ed. IVilliam Blake. The Complete Graphic Works of llf1'i//iat11 Blake. (Lond on: Thames & Huds on, 
1978), p. 22 
'
3 Howe ver, Blake's attitude to Dante had been changing durin g his fourty-year career (this is the main 

subject ofTinkler-Villani 's book), so it is a kind of oversimplification to pinpoint Blake' s disagre ement with 
Dante only. She distinguishe s between Blake's experience durin g his writing Marria,ge of Heave11 and Hell 
(1790-1793) , making his portrait of Dante (1801-1802), and the illustrations to the Comer!J (1824-1827). 
34 Blake, p. 158 
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He Uesus) laid His hand on Moses' Law: 
The Ancient Heavens, in Silent Awe 
Writh with Curses from Pole to Pole, 
All away began to roll ( ... ) 
To be Good only, is to be 

A God [Devil in penci~ or else a Pharisee . ( ... ) 

Hide not from my Sight thy Sin, 
That forgiveness thou maist win.( .. / 5 

Thy Sins are all forgiven thee. 3
(' 

DA N TE REVISITED 

Jesus is sympathy and co-suffering which equals imagination according to The Everlasting 
GoJpel, his very last poetic statement. 

Rossetti has painted his figures of Paolo and Francesca da Rimini (1855) in a 
different pose from that of the Blake picture. The lovers are holding each other, which 
is only one tiny aspect of the conception that Blake indicated in the sun emblem . 
Ros setti's illustration reminds the viewer of Renaissance boxes and the decorative 
details of mediaeval illummated codices. The nostalgically mediaeval, and, at the same 
time, religious form, the triptych, compels the viewer to be ready to worship as the 
triptych formation, and invokes immediately an image of an icon on an altar. 

Rossetti's couple in the first panel are sitting on a bench in a crowded historical 
mtcrior. The colourful codex and the Rosette provide a characteristic accessory to 
create a mediaeval atmosphere . The viewer has a suspicion, however, that it is only a 
fake mediaeval scene in the interpreting mind of late posterity. Paolo and Francesca 
have individualised faces, painted after models . The painting is extremely bright, unlike 
Blake's watercolour . Rossetti's colours (the mixture of brown and red, blue and yellow, 
green and yellow, black and yellow, etc.) are "intense bm not pure, because it is not 
altogether seen in the /uce inte//etttta/, piena d'antore."37 The whole scene recalls some 
painfully beautiful memory, set in front of a window, made to substitute the "real" sun, 
presented in Blake's picture, transmitting positive and redemptive energy. Here it 
separates this claustrophobic space from everything which is behind it: ordinary people 
and normal life. In the third panel the pair stay close, never to leave each other. They 

35 Blake, p. 754. 
36 Blake , p. 758. 
37 N . Gray, RoSielti, Da11tc a11d 0 11rsclvcs. (London: Faber and faber, 1947), p. 26. 
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cling to each other, and pr ess their faces together in gentle affection. With closed eyes 
they are carried along in th e whirlwind or watery curr en t, compelled to surrend er to 
out side physical forces completely. Their enforced surrender, however, does not 
sugges t separation, on the contrary, they will stay together forever in an eternal 
desperare carnal embrace ; here their relationship, compar ed to the first panel, seems to 
be more permanent. The y are among beautifully arran ged rows of flames or fish 
swimmin g in unity, flying and floatin g and filling the empt y space completel y to make it 
as confined as is possible . The middle panel shows two male figure s with wreath s on 
their heads in a movin g pose. Virgil and Dante are struck with awe, seeing the lovers, 
and are turning their head s in the direction of the sorrowfu l, melanchol y pair . The 
passive witnesses are more disciplined than those in Dant e's and Blake's works, 
moreover, the main charact ers are not they but the lovers, Paolo and Francesca. It is a 
typical Rossetti painting, N. Gray claims, as many elem ent s (the setting in a shut -in-
room with a window wher e there is no space to stand up, the emp loyment of a ch oru s 
of emotiona lly detached figures, and the tense atmosph ere) are known from his man y 
othe r paintings. The three panels - in the order they are in - stand for temporal and 
causative relationship s. The first panel is the cause in the past, the middle panel show s 
rhe viewer-interpreter in the pre sent , and the third panel is the consequence: the state 
from which there is no release, conse<.1uentl y it is the eternal future. 

Beside the brilliant colour ing it is the rhythm of the com position which is the 
mos t charming pictorial m eans in Rossetti's lyrical paintin g. As it was mention ed 
before, his mastery of exploiting his genuine sense of rhythm in painting is exhibited 
particularly when he comp oses on a flat plane as in the case of painting the story of 
Paolo and Francesca. The patterning, (fish / flames), and the altar-form (with the idea of 
separat ion in boxes ) produc e a surre alistic monta ge. The mon tage brin gs out and 
empha sises the intensity of the or iginal narrative, which ha s been called into life as a 
symb ol of emo tional absorption (that of the lovers , that o f Virg il and Dante , and that 
of the painter himself) , according to Rossetti 's own arti stic will. 

Rossetti illustrate s the episode by translating the text inro visua l exper ience but 
his picture can hardly be classified as a vision in Blakean sense. In spite of their similar 
concepts of art and the same source, Rossetti's illustration has no relation with Blake's. 
Rossett i, in all probability, ma de his illustration to the story of Paolo and Francesc a 
ind epend ently from the Blake illustration. Considerin g the work as fram e or 
int erpretatio n,38 the attachm ent behind the picture can be said to be twofold ; on the 

38 Sec P. Schwen ger, "Blake's Boxes, Co leridge's Circles, and the Frame o f Roma nt ic Visio n" Studies i11 
Romantidsm, 35 (1996), p. 114. 
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one hand, it shows Rossetti's attraction to the Florentine master, on the other hand, his 
attraction to the model, Elisabeth Siddal. Thus it seems to be an inspiration that helps 
him to define himself as a modern Dante: 

it has often seemed to me that all work, to be truly worthy, should be 
wrought out of the age itself, as well as out of the soul of the producer, which 
must needs be a soul of the age 

he writes in Saint Agnes of Intercession in 1848. 39 

Nevertheless, in the story of Paolo and Francesca, Rossetti, the modern Dante, 
interprets love differently from the \vay the Florentine master interpreted it. Spiritual 
love merges into carnal love in the concept of love in Rossetti's interpretation. 4° For 
Dante, the mediaeval poet, however, carnal love is the aspect of the Past, which is 
inevitable Death and Hell; though this consequence cannot be accepted by Dante, the 
protagonist. (I'his clash between Dante the theologian and Dante the poet is the 
challenge Blake seems to respond to by resolving it through his own emphases .) 
Spiritual love is the aspect of Future Redemption which is Eternal Life in Heaven to 
Alighieri Dante. (For Blake sex "is an ascent into an ideal, which opens the way into 
Eternity." 41

) It is carnal love, the state of the Past only (without its growing into 
Future), which he embellished nostalgically in the presentation of the love between 
Paolo and Francesca. From it there is no way out; there is no Redemption which would 
bring Happiness. Rossetti identifies himself with Dante, the protagonist, not with 
Dante, the poet, and he cannot accept the gruesome fate to which Paolo and Francesc,1 
have been sentenced. The consequence of his co-suffering w-ith the lovers is eternal 
melancholy. Rossetti's enthusiasm for early Italian, mediaeval art, the Florentine 
Remissance, expresses a basically Platonic ,-ie,v of reality His emphasis on the 
momentariness of human life is expressed in his rnost beluved poetic form, the sonnet, 

:'9 1 
()uotc<l by Cray p. 24. 

4
" },rt for Rossetti is ;, rmxtmc of s;ccred and profane elements. Rossetti's most characteristic picture, The 

Ammnci.a/1011 (ltl49) has Blake-like symbolic dimensions, and it plays the text and design against one another 
by adding the profane-sex1Jal overtone, the reference rn rape. lt introduces a Victorian bedroom as a 
pictorial space. Though the picture is very powerful, the scope of the narrative stays within the scope of an 
everyday event. Mary is not dressed in decorated clothes, on the contrary, she is in a white underwear. The 
figure of the angel recalls a handsome lover rather than a proper apparition, so there is an element of 
sexual threat in his appearance. Rossetti reduces the sacredness of the biblical meaning by means of 
actualisation. 
41 

Damon, pp. 367-368. 
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the "moment's monument, - /Memorial from the Soul's eternity . / To one dead 
deathless hour." 42 Rossetti's Paolo and Francesca is a realistically observed authentic 
moment in the life of the soul of the artist. It is a personal document: human love 
immortalised by art. Claustrophobic space may express the fear of the intense pain of 
loss as well as the fear of the cruelty and derision of a callous, artless world. Fulfilment 
is not within the reach of modem man or woman : universal sorrow and loss rule in the 
human world, which, however, can be transmuted into Beauty. But the "platonic ideal" 
is impossible to apprehend in the Present, and probably it will not be disclosed in the 
Future either. 

42 Rossetti, The Poetical Works p. 176. 
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Andrea Timar 

On "Ode on a Grecian Urn" 

Keats' "Ode on a Grecian Urn" has been subject to several interpretations since it first 
appeared. The endless swirl of polemics, stemming chiefly from the "mystery" of the 
last lines, began \Vith T. S. Eliot's infamous statement ("this line strikes me as a serious 
blemish on a beautiful poem" 1) and proceeded with the consecutive commentaries of 
several critics devoted to the New Criticism 2 or the French "explication de texte ."3 
Finally, Helen Vendler-1 published a collection of essays on the Odes which was the first 
to consider the poem as being itself a possible interpretation of an aesthetic 
experience. 1 

1 T. S. Eliot, "Dante" in G. S. Fraser, ed., Keats: Odes (London: Macmillan , 1989), p. 128. 
2 Such as Cleanth Brooks an<l Kenneth Burke: Cleanth Brooks , "Keats' Sylvan Historian" 111 The lf''el/-
Wrot(ghl Urn (Brace: Dennis Dobson and Hardcourt, 1944); Kenneth Burke, "Symbolic Action in a Poem 
by Keats" in G. S. Fraser. 
3 Leo Spitzer, "Ode on a Grecian Urn, or Content vs. Metagrammar" in Essays 011 Et(gfi.rh and A111erica11 
Literature (Princeton: N . J., 1962). 
-1 Helen Vendler, "Ode on a Grecian Urn" in The Odes of John Keats (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, 1983). 
; Helen Vendler interprets the Ode as consecutive propositions of three hypotheses about aesthetic 
experience. The first is historical or mythological aiming at other people (first stanza), while the second is 
allegorical, archetypal and ideal aiming at our human aspirations (second and third stanza). Both of them 
are rejected in the fourth stanza where the urn "is most trnly described as a self-contained, anonym ous 
world, complete in itself , which asks from us an empathic identification supremely free both of factual 
inquir y and of self interest ," although it contains no answer to the major yuestions of origin and end. i\ll 
through the poem , however, the main questio n arises from the "dilemma of the subject matt er and the 
medium, of mm and marble," that is to say from the coexistence of "th e sensory participation in the 
represen ted scene and the intellectual awareness of the medium." (This latter one always disturb s the 
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This paper is meant to be a response to the challenges mentioned above and 
by the combination of strict close-reading with a hermeneutic approach will hopefully 
offer some new insights into the Ode. 

SPECTATOR AND ARTIST: THE TWOFOLD SITUATION OF THE SPEAKER 

Accepting that this poem by Keats is "a possible interpretation of an aesthetic 
experience" requires an account of the initial situation of the speaker who, by being 
spectator and artist at the same time, combines two apparently contradictory intentions: 
interpretation, which is a penetration inside a work of art, and creation, which is the 
expression of something "from inside." It will be argued that these two activities 
interchange in the poem, and how the intent of interpretation turns necessarily into 
creation. 

If we consider Leo Spitzer's argument that the Ode, by being The Ode on -
and not to - a Grecian Urn implies a commentary, 6 we may assert that the initial 
situation of the speaker is that of a spectator. But the effect of being a "commentary," 
which suggests a certain distance bet\veen the speaker and his subject, immediately 
disappears when the speaker addresses and anthropomorphises the urn. Thus, while 
the title expresses a "pre-poetic" state in which the speaker intends to write on an 
imaginary artefact (in the third person singular), the first line, with the appearance of 
the urn called into being, indicates a more intimate relationship with the obJect (thott). 
This personification seems to be the first step of both the proces~ of the interpretation, 
which ultimately aims - without ever reaching it - at a self-identification with the object 
(that it becomes I )7 and the poetic intention of expression, which requires that the 
object be a part of the subject (I again). We must, however, differentiate the "concrete" 
object that the speaker pretends to sec from the questions (not rhetorical but real 

sensory participation.) The final statement of the urn is then "the pandox1ul union Df stimuli to senc;atiu:1 
and thought alike." But we must realise "that it makes an announcement from the speciAl perspective of its 
own being [ ... J from its own eternity at once so li_berating and so limited." It is fir,ally a "self-elucidating 
speech," since the urn "is only a silent Jom1 when the wrong kinds of truth are asked of it." The urn "speaks 
the only language that Keats can invent which he believes adequate to an eternal being [ ... J the bare 
prepositional form and the diction of Platonic abstraction." 
6 Spitzer p. 84. 
7 "Titere is in principle no radical separation between the work of art and the person ,1.·ho experiences it." 

See Gadamer, "The Relevance of the Beautiful" in The Relevance of the Beautiful and Other Essays (Cambridge 
University Press, 1986), p. 28. 
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questions) accompanied by the vivid visions that this object inspires him to articulate. 
From that difference we can distinguish poetry from perception in one context and, in 
another one, poetry from sculpture and ''active" interpretation from "p assive" visual 
experiencc. 8 \v'hat do we know about the urn it self? Almost nothi ng. It is a shape, the 
juxtaposition of human but not humane empty forms, a static brede made of marble.9 
\'\bat makes it a work of art is "the invocation of a potentially whole and hol y or der of 
things" and "the experience of the bcau tiful." 10 The consideration that invocation 
requires perception and experience requires interpretation (in addition to the fact that 
even the existence of the urn results from the speaker's imagination) means at the same 
time that the urn would remain a dead shape without the vivid scenes of the world 
"be hind " it, without the visions of the po et, that is to say, without poetry. 

In Phaedrus Plato suggests that "it is by virtue of the beautiful that we are able 
to acquire a lasting remembrance of the true \vorld." 11 \'v'ith regard to Plato's influence 
being implicit in the poem, we may ask how the speaker - wear ing the mask of an 
interpreter - intends to grasp the true world (the truth), the tran scendence of the work 
of art - already evoked by the word urn connoting both art and death. 

The completed form never exists as a concrete aspect of the wo rk. ( ... ) It is 
constituted in the mind of the interpreter as the work discloses itself in 
response to his questioning. But this dialogue bet,veen work and interpreter is 
endless . The hermeneutic understandin g is always, by its very nature, lagging 
behind: to understand something is to realise that one has always known it, 
but, at the same time, to face the mystery of his hidden knowkdge. 12 

8 "TI1is is the paradox of interpr etation, that the subjec t mat ter is the same and each interpretation 
different' ' See R. E. Palmer, "Gadamer's Diale ctical Hermeneutics" in Hermc11mtics (N orth western 
Unive rsity Pre ss, 1969), p. 211. 
9 Cf. Gadamer, The Relevance of the Beautiful p. 26: "Kant has a remarkable doct rine. He defended the view 
that in painting, form is the vehicle of beauty. Colour, on the other hand, is supposed to be simply a 
stimulu s, a matt er of sensuous affection that remains subjective and thus nothing to do with its genuine 
art istic or aesthetic formation." 
10 Gadamer, The RP!eva11ce of the Beautiful (italics mine) p 32. 
11 Gadamer's terming, in The Relevance of the Bm11tifulp. 15. 
12 Paul de Man , "Form and Inten t in the American New Crit icism" in B!i11d11ess and Insight (London: 
Routled ge, 1993), p. :Q. 
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However strange it may seem, the Ode, by being "in the words of Theophile 
Gautier 'une transposition d'art,"' 13 an attempt to express a visual work of art through 
the medium of language or in this case through a sequence of interrogations, shows a 
surprising similarity with the "dialectical hermeneutics" of Gadamer described in Truth 
and Method.14 If we face the fact that Keats, in a letter written to Benjamin Baily in 1817 
(two years before the composition of the Ode), had already declared: 

I am certain of nothing but the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth 
of Imagination. - \Vhat the Imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth -
whether it existed before or not--, 15 

we \vill not try to overanalyse the "meaning" of the urn's utterance 16 (it seems like a 
romantic aphorism with a self-evident meaning, or - with reference to Paul de Man's 
assumption - the realisation of something that the speaker has always known and, at 
the same time, the acknowledgement of the mystery of his hidden knowledge), but 
rather explain \vhy this statement is the only possible ending of the poem both 
syntactically and semantically. First of all, accepting Gadamer's view "that the work of 
art [both the imaginary urn and the poem itself ] speaks to us as a work and not as a 
bearer of a message," 17 we can surmise that the "essence" of both the urn and the 
poem cannot be found in the last lines but in the process of questioning, 111 the 
speaker's struggle, inspired by the imaginary urn, for its understanding. Thus the aim is 
not necessarily the graspmg of the transcendent world of the urn, but the process of 
the struggle itself, which, besides being valuable in itself will, however, reach 
transcendency- not by atta111111g its initial goal: the complete self-identification with the 
object - but by becoming itself a work of art: a poem. Before going into the details of 
this struggle led by the poet-interpreter, I would like to amplify the problem of the 

11 Spitzer p. 72. 
1• The task of hermeneutics is '''to bring the text out of the alienation in which it finds himself back into the 
living present of dialogue, whose primordial fulfilment is question and answer." Gadamer, Tmth 011d lt-1ethod, 
quoted by Palmer p. 200. 
15 ]'vl Buxton, ed., The Letters ojjohn Keats (London: Oxford University Press, 1960), p. 67. 
16 As did Burke who, by asserting that the statement of the urn has the function to solve the original 
contradiction between science and art, neglected the difference bettveen reality and truth and did not take 
into consideration either Plato's philosophy or the fact that the close relation between beauty and truth was 
almost a common place in the 19th century. (Probably that is why T. S. Eliot considered it "a serious 
blemish on a beautiful poem.") 
17Gadarner, The Releva11ce of the Beo11tifu! p. 33. 
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relationship between the urn and the speaker with a brief reflection on the 
"Apollonian" and "Dionysian" elements of the text. 

DREA l'vt.Ai'\JD ECSTASY 

As several critics 18 have pointed out alluding to The Bitth of Tragerfy by Nietzsche, one 
can find Dionysian and Apollonian elements in the ode. Disagreeing with those who 
tried to prove that the first three stanzas are the objectivation of Dionysiac art while 
the fourth stanza describes a typically Apollonian scene, I would suggest that the 
alternation of the Apollonian and Dionysiac elements does not result from the 
succession of the scenes but from the fact that the "subjective" fantasies of the speaker 
are framed by the "objective" static shape of the urn. 19 

Apart from the attributes quoted below, Nietzsche characterises Apollonian art 
by closeness, immobility, rigidity and moderation, and compares Apollonian 
consciousness to a thin veil hiding the Dionysiac world. 2'1 It is almost obvious then, 
that it is the Attic Shape that corresponds to the Apollonian and not the scene 
described in the fourth stanza as Spitzer and Bowra assumed. The fact that those parts 
of the first three stanzas which describe ecstatic, wild scenes accompanied by music 
and never ending desire are Dionysiac is beyond doubt. But in order to prove that the 
fourth stanza belon gs also to the Dion ysiac realm , we will see first what Niet%sche says 

10 :\I. Howra "Ode on a Grecian L'rn" in The Ro111a11tic lmagi11atio11 (Oxfor d Univer sity Press , 1961), anJ 
Spirzer among o ther s. 
19 Patrick Bridgwater, ,"\.ietzscbe i11 A11glosaxo11y (Leicester University Press, 1972), p. 23: "contrasting Homer, 
'the aged dreamer sunk in himself, rhe type of the .Apollonian naive artist' with ,\rchilochus, 'the 
subjectiYelv willing anJ desiring rmn lthe Dton ysiac geniu s!' Nie tzsche remarks that 'here the objectiYC 
artist is confronted by the firsr sub jecti\'e artist. "' Nietzsche, The Bi,tb of Tragedy, transl. Sh~un \v11itesiJe 
(l,ondon: Pen guin Book s, 1993), pp. 16-17: "Ap ollo, the deity of all plastic forces 1---1, the Jeit y of light , 
also holds sway over the beaun ful illusion of the inner fanta sy world. I-.. ] But the dream image I- . ] need s 
that restraining boundar y, rhat freedom from wilder impul ses, that sagacious calm of the sculpt or god. [ ... ] 
!Apollo isl the glorious divine image of the principium individuationis, from whose gestures and looks all 
the delight , wisdom and beauty of 'illusion' speak to us." !The Dion ysiac:j ,,the blissful ecstas y which, 
prompted by the fragmentati on of rhe principium individuationi s, rises up from man 's innermost core , 
indeed from nature. [ ... J UnJer the influence of the narcotic potion [Nietzsche uses the analogy of 
int oxication! hymned by all primitive men anJ peoples, or in the powerful approach of the spnn g, Jovfully 
penetrating the whole of the nature, those Dion ysiac urges are awakeneJ , and as the y grow more intense , 
subjectivity becomes a complete forgetting of the self." 
211 Nietzsche, pp . 17-27. 
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abo ut the Dionysiac art and then analyse - now only from this approach - th e scene in 
question. 

Tho se Dion ysiac urge s are awakened, and as they grow more intens e, 
subject ivity becomes a com plete forge tting of the self. [ ... ] Not on ly is the 
bond between man an d man sealed by the Dionysiac magic: alienated, hostil e 
or sub jugated nature. too , celebrate s her re concilia tion with her lost son, ma n. 
[ ... J Singin g and dan cing, man express es him self as a memb er of high er 
community: he has for go tten how to walk and talk, and is about to fly dancin g 
int o the heavens. His gesture expn:ss ench ant ment. [ ... ] In th e Dionysiac 
dith yramb, man's symb olic facultie s are rou sed to their suprem e int ensi ty: a 
feeling never befor e experienced is strugglin g for expre ssion - the destructi on 
of the veil of Maya ... 2t 

"The imagery of the pious sacrifice f .. -1 suggests a bond of communication between 
the levels." - asserts Burke. 22 

Although I would ra the r say that the leap (in the Kierkegaardian sense of th e 
word) to transccndency rem ains a mere attempt, a desire (the whole scene takes place 
on the ground, the "heifer" is just "lowin g at the skies," the mystery of the "priest" is 
unrevealed), it 1s true that the "whol e populati on takes part in th e ritual" 21 and the 
scene empha sises not individual but communal life. Th e "altar " is "green ," and the 
"little town ," wher ever it is, is related to natur e. Instead of the _Apollonian unity and 
individuali ty we find the plurality of "skies," th e community of the "folk " and the 
undetermined scenery. The scene is naturalistic ("heifer lowing") instead of bein g 
artificial and even has a baroq uish atmos phe re evoked by the "silken flanks with 
garlands drest" and the oxym oron : "peac eful citad el." Onl y the fram e, the "little town" 
sugges ts the harmon y of a gentle world . In add.it.ion to all these, speech is excluded 
from this scen e as well as from the others (onl y animal lowing can be heard here) and 
"silken flanks" can even refer to the "lower sens e" of touch. 

The possibility of makin g a distinction be tween the urn itself (tog eth er with th e 
pictures that it depicts ) repre senting the Apollonian part and the vivid visions of th e 
narrator repre senting the Di onysian part also means that the beh olding and desirin g 
subject mu st be regarde d separatel y from the visual object. O n the other hand, placing 
the probl em in the context of Hcid egger, we may even say, that the ode is th e 

2 1 Nietz sche , pp. 17, 18, 21. 
22 Burke, P- 115. 
2:\ Bro oks, p. 131. 
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representation par excellence of the "aes thetic tension " between "earth" (repre sented by 
the urn as a pure object ) and '\ vorld " (repres ented by the speaker). 24 

To make a brief summary of all that has been said, we can conclude that the 
poem seems to be the expression of a process of interpretation and so rai ses the 
problem of the subjcc r-ob 1ecr relati onship. Furthermore , the fact that the object is a 
visual artefact whereas the subj ect necessa rily uses the medium of language , adds a new 
dimension to the initial pro blem. 

'THIS 0B5Cl "R5: 0BTECf OF DESIRE" 

Concentrating on the speak er's interpretation of the urn (and regardles s of its 
represent atio n as a pur e ob iect, an "Attic shape"), a conspicuous parallelism ,vill be seen 
between the anthropomorphised work of art (the first three lines), the subject of the 
scenes animated bY the speaker'~ imagina tion , the subj ect matter of the poem (as it was 
defined abm ·e) and th e reade r 's approach to the poe tic text, which comes down to their 
sharing the theme of , tri-1g___2le for an unr eachable goal. 

1. The first rhrcc lines repr esen t the urn as the "unmvished bride of quietn ess," 
the ''.foster-child of silence and slow time," and a ".rylvan historian ." "Unravished" and 
"bride " invoke inP.ocence and purit y as well as the still un satisfied desire of "quietness," 
"foster -child" reflects the ambiguity of her nature b eing different from silence and slow 
time, and ",y h-.1n" connoung the natura l, the unc onsc ious, the mysterious and the 
unknown seem s to be in contra st with "historian ." Thus, despite the ostensible 
harmon y, the initia l l.ine, con tain an inherent tensi on ·which derives from h er being 
"no t entireh· rhe :'ame :-is ... " and, as a result, are the mirror image of the tension 
betwee n the subject and the object. (Anyway, only a functional - not artistic - ob ject 
could be mereh- ,ilen:, ']Uiet or the w:itness of history. ) 

2. The rcpresenccd forms of the scenes show attih 1des of pursuit and flight (of 
desire acrornp:::11cd nece~-arily by the above menti oned tension ), of music-making, and 
of sacrifice aiming at - or desiring - the initiation to tran sce denc y. 

24 The buildi:1g up of "earri1 " and the exhibit ion o f "wor ld" are the two basic tendencies of a work of art. 
The aesthetic tm.,ir,11 i, de; cribed in terms of the intr isiac ten sion between "earth", as the creative ground of 
things, and "w orld" I .. !- Th e work of art, as a happening in which truth comes to uncon cealment , 
represents a capru nng of this creative tension in a form. Tirn s it brings into th e realm of being as a who le 
and hold s op en to man the inne r struggle between earth and world . I-.. J "Bea uty is a way that truth as 
unconce alment happen s" :--r. Heidegger, The OrigiH of the lf7ork of Art, 1935, (JUOted by' Palmer, p. 159. 
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3. The poem itself represents the speaker's struggle for the complete 
understanding and the expression of a work of art which is, moreover, personified as 
female (bride). Since this understanding is as impossible as the possession of the 
maidens or the leap to transcendency , we can surmise that the pictures on the urn are 
not just typical Greek scenes representing typically ideal states of being (in the Platonic 
sense of the word), but they are also the symbols of the interpretation itself. 

4. However, while we, the readers of the poem try to approach a poetic text 
with the help of everyday language, the speaker uses the medium of poetic language to 
approach a visual work o f art. T his "poetic intention" raises both the question whether 
the expression of a visual, timeless work of art (timeless in its abstract and concrete 
sense) is possible by the "temporal art" of language and whether the distance between 
spectacle and spectator can ever be destroyed by language. But we must not forget that 
there is a difference between the language of poetry and that of prose. 25 \'v'hile 
discursive prose is referential, rational, linear and reflects the concept of time by its very 
nature (each verb has a temporal aspect), poetic language can be closer to visual and 
musical arts. In the following, we will see through the close readin g of the poem how 
the speaker approaches the visual and the musical, and why the "poetic" text ends with 
a "cold" philosophical sentenc e (both in the mor al and the grammatical sense of the 
word). Thus, from now on, we will concentrate on the question of poetic language and 
on its mediatory function between the conscious mind and a visual artefact . 

. . . romantic thou ght and romantic poetry seem to come so close to giving in 
completely to the no stalgia for the object that it beco mes difficult to 
distingui sh betw een object and image, between imagin ation and perception, 
between an expre ssive or constitutive and a mimetic or literal language . [ ... ) 
... critics who speak of a 'happy relationship' between matter and 
consciousness fail to realise that the ver y fact that the relationship has to be 

z, Cf. Paul de Man, "Lyric and Mod ernity" in Bli11d11ess and lnsigbt (Lond on: Routl edge, 1993), p. 168: "ln 
eighte enth cen tur y speculations about the origins of language, the assertion that the archaic langu age is that 
of poetry, the cont emporary or mod ern language tha t of prose is a commonplace. Vico, Rouss eau, and 
Herder, to men tion on ly the most famous nam es, all assert the priority of poetr y over pr ose , often with a 
value-emphasis that seems to inteqm , t the ioss of spont aneity as a decline f ... J. fie this as it may, it remains 
th at regardless of valu e judgements, the definition of poetry as th e first langu age gives it an archaic, ancient 
<1uality that is the opposi te of mod ern, wher eas the deliberate, cold and ration al charac ter of discursive 
prose , whi ch can only imitate or repr esent the original impuise if it does no t ignore it altogether, would be 
the true language of modernit y. The same assump tion appe ars du ring the eighteenth cen n1ry, with 'm usic' 
sub stih1ting for 'poetr y' and oppos ed to language or literature as an equivalen t of pro se." 
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established within the medium of language indicates that it does not exist in 
actuality. 26 

TIME, MUSIC AND STRUCTURE 

Accepting that timelessness is one of the most dominant features of both the world 
that the urn invokes and of visual art itself, we will examine how the poetic language 
approaches this timelessness and how the structure of the poem reveals at the same 
time the temporal nature of both the process of interpretation and the poetic discourse. 
We will see also, that the alternation of timelessness and temporality, and the sudden 
changes of tone correspond to that "game" of engagement-disengagement which is so 
characteristic of the critical attitude.2' 

Despite the inherent tension, which anticipates not only the theme of desire, 
but also the opposition between mobility-immobility ("quietness"), audible-
inaudible("silence"), time-timelessness ("slow time"), the first three lines of the ode 
invoke harmony and represent a contrast to mortality. Since time is implicitly present in 
the succession of "bride," "child" and "historian" (connoting old age) which, by 
meeting in the urn (connoting death) imply the suppression of human life-time. 

In the next lines, by a sudden change of tone, the quietnes s turns into struggle 
(invoking both the possibility of death and conception, so both the end and the 
beginning of life), ecstasy, violence and madness, the "bride" into "maidens lath," the 
silence into music, and, on the syntactical and morphological level, the singular turns 
into plural and the positive description into perplexed questions. Although immobility 
is replaced by movements, the absence of verbs (the temporal aspect of language ) 
remains a remarkable feature of the propositions. 

The second stanza, carrying on the theme of music, starts with the sudden 
interruption of the philosophical mind disturbing the stream of the overwhelming 
visions, that never permits the definitive surrender of the subject to the object. The 
next three lines anticipate "dost tease us out of thought" by asking the pipes to "play 
on" and therefore resuming the broken exaltation. The questions followed by a 
statement change into exclamations and the excitement is rendered even more 
perceptible by the language strucrures which render the swirl of the propositions 
comparable to the incantation of initiation ceremonies (anticipating the second scene). 

2r, Paul <le Man, The Rhetoric o(Roma11ticism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984), p. 7. 
27 Helen Vcne<ller (The Odes of Joh11 Keats p. 126) uses the expres sion "enga geme nt -disengagment" in a 
slightely different sense than I do here. 
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The vocabulary is very simple, but through the repetition of central words, sounds and 
syntactic patterns accompanied by an always intensifying rhythm, the description 
reaches an almost ecstatic level. Thus, the theme of music (the non-referentiality 28 

where the high pitched sound of the pipe is in harmoniou s accordance with the low 
pitched sound of the timbrel s) is accompanied by the musicality of the language, which 
stands in opposition with referential everyday language ("parching tongue"), based on 
the concepts of time, space and oppositions. It is not surprising then, that human 
speech is excluded from the ideal world and is replaced by music or by animal lowing. 
The only verb alluding to speech is negated ("nor ever bid") and the non-uttered word 
1s a loan-word ("adieu"). After examining how poetry approaches the non-referentiality 
of transcendency, let us see what the means are by which it invokes timelessness. 

As verbs reflect the temporal aspect of language, verblessness, which is not 
only a characteristic of the first stanza but of the following stanzas as well, can be a 
means to bring the langu:ige closer to the timeless nature of the urn. In the majority of 
cases verbs are replaced by present participles emphasising the never-beginning and 
never-ending nature of the actions. Even if a verb appears in the description of the 
scenes , it is either a negated modal verb - stressing on the one hand the 11011-referential 
narure of the "ideal" word (in the second stanza) as opposed to "reality" ·where verbs 
(the concept of time) do have sense, and on the other the impo_ssibility ("cannot," 
" t " " " " " ) f 11 I . 'bi . th I cans not, never can nor ever can etc. o a t 1at 1s posst e 111 e tempora 
\Votld -, or it describes a state instead of an action or a positive: - not negated -
experience ("are," "is"). (Fer time being the quotient of movement and space, if one of 
them - in this case movement - is mis sing, time become s undefinable. ) The three 
exceptions to the rule are as follows: 1. ''plqy on" (it does no t require any comment ) 2. 
"Pipe to the spirit ditties of no tone" (it can be explained by the facts that the word pipe 
is repeated four times in three stanzas, that the only verb form in \Vhich it appears is 
this imperative, that it always designates perpetuity - once made explicit by " for enr'' -
and that it is almost an onomat opoeia increasing the musical effect of the description -
music being the non-referential and the ideal art- ); 3. ''fead'.rf' (it can well be du e to the 
context giving to it some special connotation s, such as initiation or elevation t 0 

28 T o solve the paradox that sculptur e is a referent -i>il :1rt bu t the ideal tha t language tl'les to app roach is non -
refcrcntial, we must rake again into consideration that the object is not beautiful in itself but become , 
bea,ltiful in the eyes of the beholder, because it has the capacit y to illvoke the beautiful. This is what Bowra 
(p. 141) calls the "indefinable 'other. "' I t means that althongh a visual art efact can well be refer ential , the 
urn evokes a world beyond all referenc es. Instead of imitatin g or depictin g a real re ferent , it is as schematic 
as an icon made to represent not "reality" but "truth." 
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transcendency). Thus the only verb standing in opposition with the previous ones is 
"leaves," which is neither modal, nor negated and invokes the past as well as the 
concept of movement. 

The sudden reminiscence of reality (last lines of the 3rd stanza) at the end of 
the first scene representing an eternal "before the orgy" state where the predominant 
senses are sight and hearing (not requiring an immediate relationship with the object) 
shows man "after the orgy" with the sense of taste and an immediate pain in his head. 
As a result, the prevailing verblessness with its suspension at the end of the scene 
reflect the contrast between the object (timeless) and the beholding subject (temporal). 

Regarding the atemporal aspect of visionary language resulting from the 
absence of verbs, we can thus conclude that the description of the scenes seems to be 
in contrast with the rest of the poem. But the rest, however, may well be as non-
referential as the visions intend to be, since each verb is used in the future tense. It is 
the future tense, by the way, that makes each proposition at the same time universally 
and eternally true (as opposed to actually real) and non-referential. The last stanza of 
the poem expresses this nos talgia for timelessne~s the most acutely, by stressing the 
temporal nature of human life. Each word of the line "\Vhen old age shall this 
generation waste" stands in opposition with the visions and the urn itself. 

However, we will see later that despite verblessness and musicality which 
permit the invocation of the ideal world, the speaker is not able to detach himself from 
reality, as language cannot be non-referential. 

In the second scene ( 4th stanza), the previous descripti on is altered by 
questions, the speaker approaches the urn again and, by carrying on verblessness and 
by giving proof of the impossibility to choose between opposite things (the scenery is 
either a mountain or a river or a seashore - the earthly extremes of the vertical axe.), 
emphasises the contrast between reality and the scene depicted on the urn. (The details 
and the "meaning" of this interrogative description have been already analysed.) But 
the visions are unexpectedly disturbed by the sudden intervention of the conscious 
mind (and of the future tense). 

Thus, through a kind of demystification, the speaker (and the reader) realise s 
that there is no way back to the past (the "little town" is sudd enly taken for real and 
no t for imaginary), it remains silent for ever. The renunciation of further que stions also 
means a capitulation to mystery. The fifth stanza reflects this distance, as if the speaker 
had been teased out not of thoughts but of the ecstatic state which reflected the fallacy 
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that the spectator could ever become one with the objcct. 29 The climax of this 
identification was reached in fact at the very moment when the imaginary was taken for 
real, but, by a sudden transiti on, it led immediately to its extreme opposite: the 
definitive detachment of the subject from the object. 

The eternal present of the scenes turns into actual present and, as in an 
"eternal recurrence," the speaker addresses the urn again. This time, however, he doe s 
not anthropomorphise it into brid e, child or historian: the urn is simpl y (as it was in 
that pre-poetic state ) an At tic shape with "brede of marble men." Although the speaker 
resumes the initial orgiastic scene, it seems, since his point of view is in the actual 
present and he consider s his visions as the past, tha t the scene has somewhat chan ged 
its character. Apart from bein g completely inert without the vivid visions of the speaker 
(besides the already mentioned "brede / Of marble ... ," the sublime "happy boughs " 
became realistic "forest bran ches"), the "trodden weed" and the word "overwrought' 
invoke a development in time as well which is in contrast with the original timelessn ess. 
Th ese lines reflect then that even if the work o f art is eternal, the proces s of 
int erpretation is necessaril y related to the concept of time . i\s for the urn itself, it seems 
that by the end of the poem it has regained its definitiv e close ness and plasticity . 

As a result, the last lines hold a paradox on the cont extual level.3° \Vherca s they 
are preceded by a conscious state of mind - the subjec t is detached from the object - , 
which is similar to the pre-poetic state of the title ( but only like two points abo ve each 
other on a spiral) and add to the effect of circularity corresponding to the shape of the 
urn, the urn itself suddenl y speaks, takes the "right to speak" from the speaker , and 
therefo re (by going beyond the simple personification which required a beh olding 
sub ject) becomes similar to the autonomous subj ect. T hu s, in stead of remain ing a 
personified object being par t of the speaker 's imaginati on, it obtai ns the status of a re[,.! 
per son. Although this paradox could be easily solved if we considered it as the end o f a 
proc ess of interpretation , \Vhen the interpreter finally grasps the "message" of the 
object, it will be argued tl1at the solution, if the re is any, is no t as simple as that. 

Befo re goin g int o any further analysis of the lasr lines we can conclud e from 
the structure of the ode, impl ying the above mentioned game of eng ageme nt -
disengagement, that the speaker, while trying to des troy temporality through th ,: poetic 

29 Niet zsche, p . 18 about the Dion ysiac magic: "Man 1s no longer an arti st, he has become a work of art: che 
artistic powe r o f the whole of narur e reveals itself to the sup1-cme g ratification of the prim al Onene ss 
amidst the paroxysm s of in toxication ." 
311 For the o ther parad oxes either in the whole po~m or onl y in the se lines, see Brooks. 
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language, remains aware of the impossibility of destroying the temporal nature of either 
the process of interpretation or the poetic discourse. 

"lf7HO CANST THUS EXPRESS 

A £'LOWERY TALE MORE SU:'EEILY THAN OUR RHYME" 

To examine the final statement, we should first give an account of another, maybe 
unintentional means of expressing non-referentiality, and then consider how the poem 
reflects - intentionally - the referential nature of language, and how "dialectical 
hermeneutics" tries to approach the essence of the work of art. 

The above quoted proposition reveals (besides its self-evident "meaning") an 
interesting feature of the vocabulary of the ode, which is the recurrence of the word 
"sweet." The frequent use of this word may seem strange, as in spite of the fact that it 
refers to the lower sense of taste, it designates a quality that by the comparison 
becomes the supreme quality, necessarily "truth." Since it reappears in the second stanza 
in connection with music, we can inquire what could inspire this choice. The reader can 
hardly answer the question unless the word alludes to another text. J\s it well-known, 
Keats' diction is full of Shakespearean reminiscences; an antecedent of this use of 
"sweet" may probably be found in Sonnet 54: 

0 how much more doth beauty beauteous seem 
By that sweet ornament which truth doth give! 

,\ccepting Helen Vendler's assumption that "Sweetness and beauty are two of 
Shakespeare's constituting categories of value, standing respectively for inward virtue 
and outward show," 31 we may propose that "sweet" in the Ode has that Shakespearean 
connotation. If we accept that intertextuality increases the effect of "irreality," the 
above observation will not seem a mere acte l,ratttii. 

J\s for the grammatical features of the proposition, in vain does it seem to be a 
positive statement (about the um), it reflects the incapability ( of the speaker) to express 
what these tales arc actually like. He cannot do anything but compare it to the 
"rhymes" (sculpture versus poetry) and stress the superiority of the urn by alluding to 
poetry which this work of art is vot. 

31 Helen Vendler. The Art r;f S hakeJpe11re 's Sonnets (Harvard University Press, 1997), p. 98. 
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Gradation and negation, being the predominant features of the langu age of the 
ode , reflect then the difficulty to expres s what th e urn (the symbol of transcendent art) 
actually is, '>Vithout referring to th e human world. This problem rises in the second and 
the third stan zas as well, which descr ibe the "id eal" word by negating the "r eal" on e, as 
if th e previ ous one was inexpressible by languag e. The fact that the visions of the 
scen es do not cont ain a single statement only interrogations and verbless or neg ated 
exclamations (according to :\ri sto tle32 the verble ss structures cannot be called 
statem ent), seems to supp or t th e idea that nothing can be said po sitively about the 
world of th e urn . 

If we add to all that has been said the distincti on made by Heide gger in The 
Origin of the IVork of Ar t betw een the charac teristics of a "t hin g" and the "thin g" itself, 
which assumes that the essen ce o f this latter is not identifiable from all its various 
characteristics, we can conclude - for in the str eam of questi ons each interro gative is 
either "w hat" or "w ho" (instea d of "wh at is it like," "w hy" or "w her e") -, th at the ode 
repr esents a desperate stru ggle to grasp the "ess ence" of the urn throu gh a desc ripti on, 
which is an attempt that n ecessarily ends in failure. 

It seems th en, that the final phil oso phical stat em ent does not stand for a kind 
of illuminati on rising from the aesthetic experience, bu t is a kn owledge(!), that one can 
hav e on earth without being able to make th e final leap to transcendency. It is the 
mes sage of the urn - and a message can be articulated, '>Vherea s the essence seems to be 
inexp ress ible. (If we accepted th at this statement represents tl1e essenc e, we should also 
accept the superiority of abs tract philo sophical langu age ov er poetr y and the visu al 
arts.) 

How ever, '>Ve must not forget that this statem ent is not made by th e spea ker 
but by the urn and that it closes a poem in which the speaker himself has not made any 
statement. If we assume that the urn (now separa ted from the beholder) is tl1e 
transcendent art it self, we do not expec t it to speak th e poetic langua ge of the gazer 
which intended to be a medium of trnnscendenc y, but the on ly language which can 
express the nature o f the transcendency itself, the only gen era l truth expr essible by 
words. Th e poet-interpreter, never bein g iden tical with his object cannot mak e a 
statement, but the urn, bein g a subject identical with its object, can. The urn sp eaks the 
abstract (n eithe r perce ptible - silent-, nor referential) langua ge of its own eternity th at 
cann ot be compared to poetry . It dwells in "another dim ension ." Thu s the speaking of 
the "silent" urn doesn 't deny th e value of the process of interpretati on (by sugg estin g 

12 i\ri sztotele s;:, ffmneneutika (Debrece n: Koss uth Ki.inyvkiad(>, 1994), p. 16. 
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that the interpreter couldn't catch the essence), but rather represents ultimate poetry, 
where the object of the speaker becomes an autonomous subject. 

At the same time, however, we all know that the silent shape is rendered 
expressive and vivid only by the speaker's imagination, which permits the dead form to 
become a "flowery tale," a poem. Hence, in spite of the fact that the speaker is not able 
to reach the ultimate goal of the 111terpretation, the complete self-identification with the 
obJect, he can express this struggle with the object and can also create a new work of 
art, which is not the mere interpretation of an already existing one. As a result, the 
object of interpretation turns out to be a source of inspiration, and the only means by 
which one can grasp the transcendency of art turns out to be creation. 
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The Dancer as Femme Fatale 

in Arthur Symons, W. B. Yeats and James Joyce 

Arthur Symons describes the dancer as "the intellectual as well as sensuous appeal of a 
living symbol [ ... ] her gesture, all pure symbol." 1 It is worth considering why it is so 
obvio us that the dancer must be female . The origin of the dancer, as essentially female, 
does not come from Symons: it was Mallarme who first described the dancer as "une 
femme qui danse." 2 Although both sexes were equally repres ente d in ballet wh en it had 
become fashionable during the eighteenth century, gradually fewer and fewer men took 
part in it. Ballet had developed as an extre mely refined, graceful art, and the robust, 
muscular male body did not suggest this ethereal beauty and refinement. Ballet offered 
a double chance to the imagination of the audience : an escape from reality into this 
artificial world of light, seemingly easy and effortless movement s, where verbal 
communication ceases and gestures acquire communicative value; as Symons wrote: "I 
go to see a ballet in order to get as far as possible from the intolerable reali ty of the 
world around me. "3 Furthermore, the ballet dancer appeared, for man y, as an 
unreachable, mysterious, self-sufficient being, inhuman, yet somehow the realisation of 
the desire of ordinary people, who were sitting in the audience. Wbile dancin g, she 
seemed to expr ess an enigmatic knowl edge of the supernatural world, to which she, 
while the dance lasted , appeared to belon g; an extraordinary aura surrounded her . Th e 
popularity of many ballerinas can be explained by the cathartic sensations they awoke in 

1 Arthur Symons, Studies i11 S evm Arts (I,ond on: Martin Secker, 1906), p. 246. 
2 Stephane Mallarme, "Crayonne au Theatre" in Oeuvres Complites(J'aris: Librairie Gallimard , 1945), p. 304, 
quoted by Sylvia C. Ellis, The Plqys of W B. Yeats: Yeats a11d the Dancer (Lond on: Macmillan, 1995), p. 6. 
3 Sketch, 7 August 1895, p. 14. 
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th e members of the audience: after the performance the admirers sought the secret of 
this enigma, but it only revealed itself during the dance . Either the proud self-
sufficiency, or the suggested lack of passion of the dancer, offered a challenge to 
conquer and/ or awake passion in the apparently "ice and diamond" ballerinas. 

Apart from ballet, there was a plethora of dancers who introduced different 
principles in dancing. "Free" dancers, interpretative dancers, skirt dancers, Oriental 
(authentic or 'imitative ') dancers flooded the theatre stages, vaudevilles and music halls 
of Europe. Arthur Symons dedicated several poems to them, and these poems indicate 
the variety of the performers. The exotic dancers, for instance, could always find an 
audience: their popularity was ensured by the expectant atmosphere of romanticism 
and decadence that prevailed the era. Symons found inspiration in Javanese, 4 Indian 
and ,-\rmenian dancers, and as Yeats recalled, Loie Fuller's 5 Japanese dancers but 
mistook them for Chinese. Thus it was not really the authentic nationality of the dancer 
that mattered bur her exotic and exciting performance, and even more the subjective 
emotions, thoughts and desires they evoked in the poet. A characteristic poem in 
Symons's a:uvre: "To a Gitana Dancing" (1899) stresses the elimination of time while 
the dance lasts , the spell that the dancer casts upon her audience, and the dre am-like 
state they experience during her performance: 

And the maze you tread is as old as the workl is old, 
Therefore you hold me, body and soul, in your hold, 
And time, as you dance, is not, and the world is as nought. 
You dance, and I know the desire of all flesh , and the pain 
0 fall longing of body for body; you beckon, repel, 
Entreat, and entice, and bewilder, and build up the spell, 
Link by link, with deliberate steps, of a flower-soft chain. 

You pause: I awake; have I dreamt? was it longer ago 
Than a dream that I saw you smile? for you turn, you turn, 
As a startled beast in the toils: it is you that entreat, 
Desperate, hating the coils that have fastened your feet, 

Longing has taken hold even on you, 
You, the witch of desire; and you pause, and anew 
Your stillness moves, and you pause, and your hands move. 
Time , as you dance, is as nought, and the moments seem 

4 Arthur Symons, "Javanese Dancers" quoted by Frank Kerm odt-, Romantic Image (London: Routled ge & K. 
Paul, 1957), p. 70. 
5 Loie Fuller, Fifteen Years of a Dancer's uft (New York: Dance Horizons, 1913). 
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Swift as eternity; rime is at end, for you close eyes and lips and hands in 
sudden repose; 
You smile: was it all no longer ago than a dream?r, 

Yeats wrote his Rosa A.lchemica (1897), 7 which exhibits similar features to this 
poem and which I shall discuss later in this essay, almost at the same time. Symons's 
"The Armenian Dancer" (1906) also demonstrates the influence the dancers had over 
their audience, and at the same time serves as an interesting example for such 
expressions and ideas of describing the dancer's movements, that could be encountered 
in the plays and poems of Yeats and some of the early works of Joyce. Certain passages 
of this short poem might illustrate my argument: 

0 secret and sharp sting 
That ends and makes delight 
Come, my limbs call thee, smite 
To music every string 
Of my limbs quivering. 

I dance, and as I dance 
Desires as fires burn white 
To fan the flame delight; 
\Vhat vague desires advance 
\vith covered countenance? 

The sense within me turns 
In labyrinths as of light, 
Not dying into delight; 
As a flame quickening burns, 
Speed in my body yearns. 

I stop, a quivering 
Wraps me and folds me tight; 
I shudder, and touch delight, 
The secret and sharp sting, 
Suddenly, a grave thing. 8 

6 Arthur Symons, Images of Good and Evil (London: Heinemann, 1899), pp. 107-9. 
7 W. B. Yeats, The Secret Rose (London: Lawrence & Bullen, 1987). 
8 A. Symons, The Fool of the World and Other Poems Q,ondon: Heinemann, 1906), pp. 79-80. 
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I do not intend to discuss the poetic values of these verses here, but there are 
important featu res in them that characterise Symons's dance-poems, and introduce the 
dances depicted by Yeats and Joyce. Bodily desire, covered countenance (for the 
dancers as well as the desires of the poet did not show their face), quickening spee d of 
music and dance, a shudder that represents the sexual act, a sudden stop at the end and 
lurking, indirect refer enc es to death prefi gure Yeats's The Ki,~g of the Great Clock Tower or 
A PHIi 1\10011 in A1arch (1935) written more than thirty years later , just like the verse 
fragments about dancing witches that Joyce dedicated to this theme roughly about the 
same time Symons wrote the above poems. 

The dancer' s po~ver over human fate and the lurking passion behind the 
surface of her ethereal face were favourite subjects of poet s, painter s and dramatists, 
apart from Yeats and Joyce. The account of the death of St.John the Baptist appears in 
the Gospels of Mark, 6:14-29, and Matthew, 14:1-12. Salome, the dancer, appears in 
these narratives as an innocent tool in her wicked mother's hands . Her fatal role, 
however, causes the death of the prophet, and that is why she has become ins eparably 
connected with immoral, sensuous beaut y. Her dance not on ly pleased but provoked 
Herod, the incestuous adulterer, so much so, that he promi sed to fulfil whatever she 
wished. Salome and her mother, Herodias, were sometimes confused or identified in 
literary works. Thu s, she is made resp onsi ble for the murder not on ly 'aesth etically,' 
through her dance, but also morally. 

According to Sylvia C. Ellis,9 the long line of artists who wrote about the 
Salome legend in the nineteenth century was opened by Heinrich Heine. J-Iis Atta Troll 
(1841) mentions Herodias, the mother, who, in Hcme's version, was in love with the 
prophet, whose refusal provoked her hatred. In the poem she is on e of the huntresses 
after the escaped dancing bear. Heine pre sents Herodias (and not Salome!) kissing the 
severed head of her v.ictim, and Salome merely as her tool. Yeats and Joyce read Atta 
Troll, and its influence can be found in their writings: Yeat s mentions it in his notes, 
when he compares Oscar \Vilde's Salome with his own A Full 1\ioon in March, and Joyce 
refers to it in the Notesheets of U!Jsses. Mallarme and Flaubert also wrote versions of the 
story. Mallarme's "Herodiade," 10 in which I Ierodiade is identified with Salome, was 
published in 1866, but the poet did not complete it to his own satisfaction until just 
before his death in 1898. He describes a cold, virginal beauty, Artifice itselt~ whose 

·1 Ellis pp 1-85. 
111 It was Arthur Symons, who translated Mallarme's "Hcrod iade " and published it in The Savoy in 
December, 1906. 
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feelings are awakened by the prophet's glance and only the death of John the Baptist 
can satisfy her for this "intrusion." When John's severed head is brought to her, she 
dances with it and kisses its lips, then places it on her thighs. The blood stains her skin. 
This is her second dance; the first, the "dance of the seven veils" was performed before 
Herod with the purpose of obtaining her victim's head. These details are important in 
reference to Yeats's plays, who borrowed elements from Mallarme, for example, the 
bloodstains on the Queen's skin and dress. 

1877 saw the publication of Flaubert's "Herodias." His heroine is an 
irresponsible, naive child. She is completely unaware of her powers as a dancer. She 
suggests a contrast with Mallarme's Herodiade. Yet either cold and virginal, or childish, 
these dancers are transformed during their dance. The icy, queenly idol warms up; her 
cruelty being satisfied by blood, her nascent and oppressed sexuality reveals itself. The 
childlike girl appears as a sensuom woman. Both seem to be unaware of the change the 
dance has brought into their lives. Flaubert describes the dance of his Herodias in 
minute detail, and emphasises its eroticism, contrasting her innocence and ignorance. 

Oscar \'vilde's play Salome (1893) and Arthur Symons's poem "The Dance of 
the Daughters of Herodias" (1897) 11 also deserve our attention. Wilde's Salome follows 
the example of Mallarme's heroine: her rejected love finds revenge and satisfaction only 
in the death of the offender. Salome, however, is neither cold nor childlike: she is full 
of passion and desire even when she is not dancing. There is no instruction from her 
wicked mother , she is fully conscious of the effects of her dance and responsible for its 
consequences. Her demand for the head of her victim terrifies the kirg, her perversity 
in kissmg and danc111g with the trophy disgusts him. Consequently, Herod orders his 
soldiers to crush her to death with their shields. In Yeats's play, A King of the Great Clock 
T01ver, the King of Time also makes an attempt to kill the Queen and strike at the head, 
but the dancing Queen seems to be protected by a mysterious aura. which stops him. 

Symons's poem 12 returns to the innocent girl in Flat,bert's "Herodias." Salome 
is described as a young and beautiful tree, awakened to dance hy the wind. She and the 

11 It is a pity that Ellis ignores those poems by Symons which I include here, that is, "To a Citana Dancin/i_'' 
and "The Armenian Dancer," because they are just as important as "The Dance of the Daughters of 
!Ierodrns," since they also describe powerful Salome-figures, although without declaring them so. 
12 "Here is Salome. She is a young tree / Swaying in the wind, her arms are slender branches, / And tlw 
hea,,y summer leafage of her hair / Stirs as if rustiing m a silent wind; / I Ier narrow feet arc rooted in the 
ground, / But when the dim wind passes over her, / Rustlingly she awakens, as if life / Thrilled i,i her bcdy 
to its finger t1ps .... / They da11ce, the daughters of fierodias, / 'With their eternal, white, unfaltering feet, / 
And always, when they dance, for their delight, / Always ;1 man's head falls because of them. / Yet they 
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other "daughters of Herodias" dance only for their own delight. They are not the 
scheming, obsessed avengers of Mallarme or \v'ilde; but ""vhen they dance, ... Always a 
man 's head falls because of them." They are "the eternal enemy" - the enemy of men, 
femmes fatales. In one of J oyce's epiphanies, which I will discuss briefly in the second half 
of this essay, the dancing, whirlin g youth resembles these unselfconscious dancers. In 
my opinion, Joyce was aware of the resemblance, so he was at pains to point out that in 
the epiphany it was "not the dance of the daughters of Herodias" and it was "male ." 

In my view, Symon s's poem suggests an antagonistic conflict in the feminine 
nature, which characterises the attitude of man y artists towar ds the figure of the dancer . 
In this poem Salome is multiplied and eternalised; she has become the symbol of the 
fatal woman, who is hardly aware of the consequences of her powers as a dancer and a 
woman. She is only consciou s of two things: dancing for her own delight and desiring 
the love of men. The preYious interpretations of the figure of Salome presented her, in 
one way or another, as a whore: an irresponsible, imma ture, childish character, or a 
cold, selfish , unsatisfied pers on, who is obsessed by revenge, or a passionate woman, 
who is gov erned entirel y by her love and hatred. Symon s pre sents a different Salome . 
She does not dance becau se she wants to achieYe her purposes, or because she was 
instrncte d to do so, or in her pa ssionate love, or to celebrat e her victory and possession 
of her victim's head; it is her own delight that inspires her into dance - "she dances for 
her O\Vn delight," as Symon s writes about Jane .Avril, the famous dancer in his poem 
"La I'vlelinite: Moulin Rouge ." 11 This is the most dangerou s kind among the dancers , as 
compared to literary predecess ors, who always had a reas on more or less logical to the 
human (that is, male) mind . T he self-sufficiency of Symons's Salome has achieved a 
high degree when it kills men. T he fatal effects of her dance anticipate the dance of the 
Hawk-Woman m Yeats's play At the I-laJVk 's Well (1916), which mesmerises Cuchulain -
it is the dance that force s him to follow her , a dance of seducti on . The Hawk's magical 
gh,nce, wh ich dooms the hero to kill his ow n son in On Bai/e's Strand (1904), is only a 
conseq uence of the enticin g dance, that first cakes hold of him. 

If we consider Yeats's poems and prose works that could have been influenc ed 
by Symons's "The Dance of the Daughters of Herodia s," we can find many examples, 
three of which I will discuss here. In 1899 T6e !Vind Among the R eeds was published. I t 
contains, among other po ems, "The Hosting of the Sidhe." I suggest that the followin g 

J esirc not death , they would not slay / Bod y or sou l, no , not to do them pleasure: / They de sire love and 
the de sire of men ; / And the y are the eternal enem y." in Arthur Symon s, Poems (London: Martin Secker, 
1924), vol. 2, p. 36. 
13 Symons, Poems, Vol. 1, p. 190-1. 
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lines indicate a correspondence betwe en Symons's po em, Yeat s's play mentioned 
above, and the biblical figure , Salome: "And if any gaze on our rushing band, / We 
come between him and the deed of his hand." Herod saw Salome dancing and, as a 
consequence, he was forced to fulfil her wish and behead John the Baptist. Cuchulain 
saw the Guardian o f the \Xlell dancing, and had to leave the well of immortali ty without 
tasting its water, with the cur se of her glance on him. A man's head falls, whenever a 
daughter of Herodias is seen dancing . As Yeat s's comments on this poem show, the 
Sidhe, apart from bein g an evil faery, is 

also Gaelic for wind, and certainly the Sidh e have much to do wi th the win<l. 
They journe y in whirlin g wind s, the wmds that were called the dance of the 
daugh ters of I lerodi as in the Midd le :\ges, I lcrodia s do ubtles s taking th e 
place of som e old godde ss. \\nen the country people see the leav es whirlin g 
on the road the y ble ss themselves, becau se they beli eve the Sidhe to b e 
pas sing by. [ ... ] [Tjhe grea t among them, for they hav e grea t and simple, go 
much upon horseback. lf anvone becomes too much interested in them, and 
sees them ove r much, he loses all interest in ordinarv thin gs. I+ 

The associ ations of the daughters of Il ero dias with the Sidhe and their danc e with the 
whirlwind derive from Jacob Gri mm's Teutonic M._ytholog;y.15 Grimm picks up the thread 
of the Salome legend where the above plays and poem s drop it . H e descr ibes ho w, 
when Salome attempts to kiss the lips of the severed head of the Precur sor, they begin 
to blow, and their wind whirl s her int o space. T herefor e the whirlwind is asso ciated 
with the "gyra ting dancing of Her odias." The Celtic tradition holds the Sidhe 
responsible for the stirring of the whirlwind. 

In "Nineteen Hundr ed and Nineteen" the image o f the dancing daughters of 
Herodia s returns. Section VI of the poem appears to be a direct continuation of 
Symons's poem as well as of "The Hostin g of the Sidhe": 

Violence upon tht: roa ds: violenc e of horses; 
Some few have handsome riders , are garlanded 
On delicate sensitive ear or tossi ng mane 
But wearied runnin g round and round in their courses 
All break and vanish , and evil gat her s head : 

14 The Variomm Edition of the Poems of W B. Yeats, eds. Peter Allt & Russel I( . . \lspach (New York : 
Macmillan, 1957), p. 800. 
t; Jacob Grimm, Tettto11ic A!Jthology (Londo n: (; corge Bell & Sons, 1882), Vol. 4, p. ~85. 
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I-lerodia s' daughters have returned again, 
A sudden blast of dusty wind and after 
Thunder of feet, tumult of images, 
Their purpose in the labyrinth of the wind; 
And should some crazy hand touch a daughter 
All turn with amorous cries, or angry cries, 
According to the wind, for all are blind .16 

The approaching threat of troubles in Ireland is presented in this po werfu l metaphor of 
the whirlwind. The synecdoche, "crazy hand" that dares "touch a daughter," refers to 
the enchanted men, who see the Sidhe dancin g. Their fate is predicted in the 
"amo rou s," or "angry cries": the daughters of Herodias desire the love of men, yet 
these men are to part ,vith their head s. The new elem ent is th e blindness of the 
daughters. In my opinion, it sugges ts a twofo ld meaning: the blinding "su dd en blast of 
dusty wind," ,vhich covers their eyes as well as the eyes of humans who look at them 
(remi ndin g the read er of the veiled dancer or her covered countenance of Mallarme's 
"Herodiade" or Symons's "The Armenian Danc er"), and the whirl of the dance, which 
goes "round and round" without ietting anybody or anything disturb its course. The 
interference of the "crazy hand" attempt s to break it it is inevitable that the dancers 
turn on the intruder, either to satisfy th eir desire or to puni sh his in solenc e. 

The impression Yeats gives us in his commentary on Salome in A Vision 1s 
different from the previous imcrpretations: 

\\ /hen I think of the moment before revelation I think of Salome ... dancing 
before l Ierod and receiving the Prophet's head in her indifferent hands, and 
wonder if what seems to us decadence was not in realitv the exalt ation of the 
muscular flesh and of civilisation perfectly ach.ieved. 17 

In this conte xt Salom e appears the closest to a priestess, ,vho take s part in a ritualistic 
<lance, prepares the sacrifice , and thus achieves ,vhat Yeats calls "revelatio n," the union 
of the prim ary and the antithetical, physical and spiritual, Phase Fifteen, the Phase of 
the Dancer. She is indifferent: she do es not wanr the death of St. John the Baptist for 
personal reasons, only takes it as a ne cessary and inevitable even t which would promote 
a higher goal. 

1<, N. t\ . .Jeffares, ed., Yeats'.r Poems (I ,or.Jon, l\Jacmillan, 1989), p . 317 
17 W. B. Yeat s, A Visio11 0 ,,',ndon: Macmillan, 1925; 1937), Version 'A' p. 273, 'B' p. 185, emphasis mine. 
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The dancer as femme fa tale appears in a different setting from Salome's myth in 
Rosa Alche mica (1897), but with a similar vocation. Michael Robartes, initiating his 
friend, Owen Aherne, the narrator, to the rites of his mysterious sect, leads him into a 
hall, where there are men and women "dancing slowly in crim son robes." The narrator, 
weary of the dance, sinks into a half-dream, in which he sees the petals of the great rose 
on the ceiling "falling ... and shapin g into the likenes s of living beings," which begin to 
danc e. " ... a nrysterious wave of passion, that seemed like the soul of the dance moving within our 
souLr, took hold of me and I was ... swept into the midst' (my emphasis). Hi s dance-partn er, 
sudd en ly appearing in front of him, is a beautiful "imm ort al august woman", one of the 
former petal s of the rose . She fills him "with a great horror tha t I danced with one who 
was more or less than hum an, and who was drinking up my souL.. and I fell and darkne ss 
passed over me" (my emphasis). The transcendental force that s,veeps him into the 
middle of the dance is like the whirlwind in the previousl y mentioned poems, while the 
loss of the narrator's soul signifies spiritual decapitation, and the ritualistic dance that 
precedes it recalls the above passage about Salome preparin g the revelation, the Unity 
of Bein g, as Yeats would have called it twenty years later - the secre t of Rosa Alchemim. 

Two of Yeat s's danc e-plays, generally known among the critic s as his 'Salome-
plays, ' are versions on the same theme. The King ~/the Great Clock Tower and A Full A1oon 
in March (1935) present an almost identical plot : a Swineherd/Stroller arrives to woo 
the Queen, he is beheaded , the Queen dances befor e his head, kisses its lips, and the 
head starts singing. The second play is a rewritten version of the first; Yeats realised 
that th ere was one charact er too many, and left the Kin g out. In every respect the latt er 
play is more perfect and concise : it underlines the contr ast betwe en the two main 
charac ters and in the Que en's turbulent emotions. Nevertheless, th e first play render s 
the Quee n 's dance mor e central, and the whole play shows more affinity with it , 
where as in the second versio n the dan ce is the catalyst of the uni on between the Queen 
and the Swineherd, a mean s and not a goa l in the structu re of the play. T he King o/ the 
Great Clock Tower18 starts and end s with the Attendants' talk about dancers and dancing. 
Alth ough these reference s are a bit artificial, and th e second play offers better 
solutions , artificiality is not irrelevant here: the dist ant Queen, "Dumb as an image 
made o f wood or metal, / A screen between the living and the dead" and the bold, 
"sacred" Stroller are symbolic and unearthly. The o ther play emphasises sexual 
attractio n and spiritual hatred , which have no such significance in the first. 

is Yeats dedicated this play to Ninette de Valois, the famous bailee dancer, who danced rhe Queen. 
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For Yeats there was a practical reason for the King's presence in the first play: 
Ninette de Valois, who danced in the Queen's role in the first play, was not trained as 
an actress and could not speak lines, therefore the Queen had to remain silent and it 
was necessary to create another character . In the second play the Queen is replaced by 
a dancer as she is about to dance. Yeats, being familiar with the renditions of the 
theme, especially Mallarme's "Herodiade," realising, however, that his presentation of 
the Queen's dance is very close to that of Oscar \v'ilde's Salome, pointed out in his Notes 
on A Full Moon in March: 

The dance with the severed head suggests the central idea in \v'ilde's Salome. 
Wilde took it from Hein e [Atttf Trol~, who has somewhere described Salome 
in Hell throwing into the air the head of John the Baptist. Heine may have 
found it in some Jewish religious legend, for it is part of the old ritual of the 
year: the mother goddess and the slain god. In the first edition of The Secret 
Rose there is a story based on some old Gaelic legend. A man swear s to sing a 
woman's praise: his head is cut off and the head smgs. In attempting to put 
this story into a dance play I found that I had gone close to Salome's dance in 
Wilde's play. But in his play the dance is before the head is cut off. 19 

In my opinion, the main difference Yeats refers to in the last sentence of the 
above quotation is that the dance occurs as an acknowledgement and return of the 
Swineherd/Stroller's love. The roles are changed: the wooer (Wilde's Salome) becomes 
the wooed (Y eats's Queen). Although Yeats does not mention Mallarme in this 
quotation, he knew the French poet's "Herodiade" through Symons's translation, as he 
refers to it in his essay "The Tragic Generation" in 1910. In that version the princess 
performs two dances : one before Herod, which is the dance of the seducer in seven 
veils; the other dance takes place after the prophet 's head has been brought to her , and 
closely resembles the Queen's dance in Yeats's play. The new element is the Stroller 's 
prophecy, which predicts that his severed head will sing and the Queen will dance 
before it. The Queen's kiss and dance are the reward for the man who sings his love 
and passion for her best. In The King of the Great Clock Tower the Stroller arrives without 
any previous notice or call from the silent, impassive Queen - Yeats's other Queen 
makes a competition for her wooers . In the first play it is the rightful anger and 
jealousy of the King that leads to the Stroller 's death, in the second the Queen, in a 
moment of caprice, orders the Swineherd's decapitation - it is not his passion she 

l'J The Variom m Edition of the Plqys ol If?: B. Yeats, eds. Peter Allt and Russell K. .i\lspach (London: Macmillan , 
1966), p.1311. 
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punishes and rejects but his insolence and foul appearance. Both plays are set at a 
special moment of the year. The Swineherd arrives to woo and aims to wed the Queen 
at the full moon in March. The Stroller comes on New Year's Eve and the silent Queen 
dances and kisses his severed head at the stroke of midnight when the old year dies and 
the new one starts. Symbolically, it refers to the death of her love for the King and the 
appearance of his successor in her feelings and passion. Yeats suggests that this new 
relationship is stronger than the old because the Queen sings after the Stroller is taken 
to be executed, although she did not utter a word to the King for a whole year. The 
Queen is offered a choice: she can save the Stroller if she speaks. As she does not open 
her mouth then, it becomes obvious that the Stroller must die so that the prophecy 
could be fulfilled. In both plays the Queen appears first as an almost bodiless, cruel, 
cold, inhuman being. Her suitor's words, on the contrary, reveal a coarse, sensuous, 
self-sufficient man; it is only his extreme confidence in his own prophecy that 
distinguishes him. The undertones of sexual attraction in the play are poised against the 
spiritual hatred the Queen proclaims and the scorn the Swineherd hides in his wooing. 
In Yeats's special theory of subjective and objective men, the Queen is the emblem of 
subjectivity; she rejects any attempt to break her solitude, yet she challenges all men to 
save her from the rigid control over herself. The S,vineherd is her male counterpart, 
matching her in subjectivity, solitude and independence. His wooing is unlike the 
traditional pattern of courtly love left to us by minstrels and chivalrous poetry. The 
spiritual hatred embedded in sexual love that Yeats, after \Villiam Blake, described in 
many poems (for example, "Crazy Jane Looks at the Dancers"), and particularly in A 
Fu!l 1vf.oon in March, is based on the identical disposition of the lovers. They cannot 
complement each other: their similarity of nature is acknowledged but not tolerated. At 
the same time they represent opposite social positions and values - in the two 
s\ttendants' introductory song the "crown of gold" and "dung of swine" are reconciled 
by the power of love. After the Swineherd's head is taken, the change in their roles 
culminates in the Queen's dance. The head sings of Jill who murdered Jack and hung 
his heart on the sky; the song is an absurd but precise summary of the play. The 
Queen, who caused her wooer's death, dances with his severed head - in a sense 
accepts him to be her 'lover.' The ritualistic sacrificv appears in the Head's song and it 
parallels the plot of the play; the song, the artefact, can be created only by sacrificing 
the artist. Her awakened sexuality acknowledges the truth of his prophecy; the Head 
sings of the world of the dead, who, though lacking flesh and blood, are more alive 
than the living. In her cradle-song the Queen tries to compensate the head for her 
cruelty or caprice and also to refuse her responsibility in his death. Regarding herself as 
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the cause of his death, however, cannot be avoided and her reaction to the charge of 
murder is a laughter which is crazy perhaps, but it merely echoes the Head's. She places 
the trophy on the throne and dances before it, "alluring and refusing," then "in 
adoration,'' The control has disappeared from her nature, she is full of passion. She 
kisses the dead lips of the Head and cradles it on her breast, Her gestures suggest 
sexual as well as maternal love, perhaps indirectly referring to the S'vvineherd's story 
about a drop of blood impregnating a woman (the Queen's blood-stained costume also 
inJicates that) and her unity with the Swineherd in love - they arc not separate beings 
any longer, but one body and one spirit. She dances with the head in her hand quicker 
and quicker to drum-taps, and as the dance approaches its climax, she kisses the head. 
She stops dancing but her body shivers as she stands to very rapid drum-taps. Then the 
sounds cease and she sinks down with the head. The dancer, being now complete, 
collapses into herself. This way of ending the dance Yeats develops to perfection in his 
last play, The Death of Cuchulain. 

In The King of the Great Clock Tower the head sings about the famous, tragic 
heroes of Ireland, who ride again "Out of Ben Bulbcn and Knockarea" (1. 169) and 
haunt the world. They return from the grave, because, as the song explains, their world 
lacks "Their desecration and the lover's mght." In both plays the Queen kisses the lips 
of the severed head. It symbolises the union between the living ,.voman and the spirit of 
the dead man and occurs as a conclusion of the dance. Spirit and body arc united m 
this kiss and thus Unity of Being is achieved, and eternally maintained - the King of 
Time is unable to strike at them, as he attempts to do in The Ki,;g of the Great Clock To;ver 
and the Queen is released from her self-control, achieving her "desecration and the 
lover's night" at the full moon. The beheading - the sacrifice - has 'beneficial' 
consequences on both characters: the cold Queen becomes a living woman, ~nd the 
Swineherd/Stroller's head becomes capable of singing. 

1\lthough The Ki1;z of the Gn,at Clock To1.nr is the earlier play 'vvhich was 
practically rewritten later, it nevertheless concentrates more on the dance, while the 
second play renders passion, cruelty and lm'e central. f<'irst of all, as Y eats's stage 
directions go: "\v'hen the stage curtain rises it shows an inner curtain whereon is 
perhaps a stencilled pattern of dancers." The two Attendants, who introduce the play, 
talk about dancing faeries, referring to this pattern: 
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SECOND ATTENDANT: They dance all day that dance in.Tir-nan-oge. 
FIRST A TIEN DANT: There every lover 1s a happy rogue; 
And should he speak, it is the speech of birds. 
No thought has he, and therefore has no words, 
No thought because no clock, no clock because 
If I consider deeply, lad and lass, 
Nerve touching nerve upon that happy ground, 
Are bobbins where all time is hound and wound. 

[my emphases] 

\vbat is the role of dancing faeries and all the Attendants' strange talk about 
"that happy ground"? Considering, that nobody in the play seems to know where the 
Queen has come from, secondly, that her silence is similar to that of the wordless 
lovers in the song quoted above, finally, as she dances for love at the end of the play, I 
assume that she is of the faery kind herself, unlike the other Queen, who is a proud 
virgin woman. In A Full 1'v100J1 in Nlarch the Attendants are busy dividing the roles 
among themselves - there is no word about dancing till the Queen actually starts 
performing. Similarly, at the end of the play the song of the Head is about passion and 
murder, whereas the earlier play closes with the First Attendant remembering 

Castle Dargan's ruin all lit, 
j sOVely ladies dancing in it. 

and, as the other Attendant points out that they must have been dead, he confirms his 
v1s10n: 

Yet all the lovely things that were 
Live, for I saw them dancing there. 

As the Stroller claims to be a sacred man, a poet or a fool, whose 
transcendental connections are wcll-knO\vn, and the mute Queen is, as I suppose, an 
othenvorldly creature, their mysterious union is not so much the reconciliation of 
antinomies as it is in the second play, but the meeting of kindred spirits, who are not 
bound by time, therefore the King cannot strike at them. 
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The Salome legend was also known to the young James Joyce . He was familiar 
with Heine's Atta Troll, and mentioned it in the Notesheets of U!Jsses.20 He claimed to 
know by heart everything that Flaubert had written, and he certainly read "Herodias." 21 

He was also familiar with Symons's poem, the title of which he quoted in one of his 
epiphanies, as well as with Wilde's Salome. Although Joyce could not have seen Salome 
as it was staged only in Paris in 1896 and in Germany in 1901, it was famous due to the 
scandals it caused.Joyce probably knew some other renditions of the theme, too; there 
were many more in the early nineties. He refers to it in one of the epip hanies recorded 
in 1902, shortly after the death of one of his brothers, Georgie . In this epiphan y22 

Joyce relate s a dream, in which he saw his dead brother dancing . Stanislaus Joyce also 
records the death and the epiphany in My Brother's Keeper.23 The dead boy dances in an 
amphitheatre before the multitude. His dancing body whirls up to space and falls back 
again to the earth. I suggest that the dream combines the image of the young King 
David, who danced and played his lute before his people and thu s went to Jerusalem 
after a victory, and Blake' s vision of his dead brother clapping hands and rising up to 
Heaven; Joyce, who was educated by Jesuits, would have known the Bible very well, 
and Stanislaus Joyce notes that "His gods were Dante and Blake." 24 Joyce emphasises 
the unique dance of his brother: he dances without music, his movements are "slow 
and supple ." He "see ms to be a 111hir/ing borfy, a spider wheeling amid space, a star ... His 
daming is not the dancing ~l harlots, the dance ef the daughters ef H erodias. It goes up from the 
midst of the people, sudden and young and male, and falls again to earth in tremulous 
sobbing to die upon its triumph" (my emphasis). If we recall Grimm's account of how 
John the Baptist blew Salome into space where she had to whirl forever, we can see 
how carefully Jo yce makes a difference between the two dances: such expressions as 
"whirling body," or "wheeling amid space" connect them, but the motif of Eros is 
missing from Georgie's dance; it is evident, that it is "not the dance of the daughters of 
Herodias." It is worth noting that the focus of attention moves from the boy to his 
dance : it acquires a life of its own, it is "sudden and young and male," it "sobs" and 
"dies": these details all describe Georgie, yet refer to the danc e, as if the bo y has 

20 Joyce's Ulysses Notesheets i11 the British Mmmm, "Circe" 4. Ed. Philip I-'. Herring (Charlottesville: Virginia Ul', 
1972), p. 286 . 
21 Richard Ellmann , James Joyce (Oxfor d: OUP , 1959), p. 506. 
22 Robert Scholes and Richard M. Kain, The Workshop of Stephe11 Dedaltts. James Joyce 011d the Raw Materialsfor A 
Portrait of the i\rtist as a Young Man, (Evan ston, Illinois: Northwestern UP, 1965), p . 33. 
23 Stanislaus Joyce, My Brothers Keeper (London: Faber & Faber, 1958), p. 136. 
21 Stanislaus Joyce, p. 53. 
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become identified with the dance himself. It is also important that the whirling, 
wheeling movement is emphasised. The association of the dancer with the whirlwind is 
present in the writings of both Yeats and Joyce. The wheeling, circling dance belongs to 
the complex of the gyrating progress of history, emerging as the Romantic image of the 
world (although it can be found in medieval paintings as well) and influencing later 
styles, such as Impressionism and Expressionism; enough to think of Shelley's poem 
"Ode to the West Wind" and Turner's many pictures depicting storms and whirlwinds, 
or Kokoschka's Whirlwind (1914).25 

The motif of the severed head and the femme fatale dancer appear in U!Jsses, too. 
In the Notesheets26 of the Circe episode Joyce inserted a curious note which he later 
crossed out: "severed head speaks." Interestingly, there is a female severed head 
mentioned in the final text, which Bloom's alter ego, Henry Flower, caresses on his 
breast. On the same page (525) in another hallucination, Bloom's grandfather, Lipoti 
Virag, unscrews his own head and holds it under his arm. The head says "Quack!", 
indicating bird sounds, and "exeunts severally." I suggest that the latter word is not 
accidental: it refers to the motif of the severed head. It is likely that Joyce intended to 
mock the esoteric beliefs of Yeats and i:E (George Russell) about the soul taking the 
shape of a bird after death. But why is the head, which Henry holds, female? 
Furthermore, Henry Flower does not dance at all! In order to find the key to this 
enigma, we have to note that Henry Flower is Bloom himself, one imagined and 
idealised side of his personality, that takes shape in his hallucination. Furthermore, at 
first Bloom becomes a swine, then obtains female characteristics: Bella Cohen, the 
powerful whoremistress turns into a man, Bello, and changes Bloom into Ruby Cohen, 
"a charming subrette." The change of sex and sexual behaviour provides the basis for 
the severed head being female; it most probably indicates Bloom's head, as a 
metaphoric anticipation of his dehumanisation and loss of masculinity. The 
unacknowledged fear of emasculation by a woman, allegedly present in every man's 
subconscious according to Freudian psychologists, is brought to the surface in his 
hallucination and the dramatisation of the events (both real and imaginary) suggest that 
we are in fact witnessing an erotic day-dream 27 in which the scary and the desirable 
blend into one, as the masochistic features in Bloom's personality get disclosed. J\s 

25 Peter Egri,. Value a11d Form. Comparative Literafttre, Pai11ti11g and Music. (Budapest: Nemzeti Tankcinyvkiado, 
1993), p. 166. 
26 Joyce's Ulysses Notesheets p. 313. 
27 In fact this day-dream is delayed by two chapters, as Bloom masturbated in the Na11sicaa episode, but we 
have no information whether he was day-dreaming then or not. 

162 



SYNGE, YEATS, JOYCE AND THE DANCER 

Henry Flower, he loses his head and as Bloom, he loses his 'flower': his masculinity. 
Experiencing the (imagined) fate of a woman, which has awakened his curiosity so 
many times that day, gives him a strange kind of satisfaction. The man-tamer Bella-
Bello proves to be fatal indeed, rather a virago fatale, than femme. Insofar as the whores 
and Bella, like "the daughters of Herodias," are all 'Salomes,' the motif of the seductive 
dance should not be missing, either. It occurs later, not in front of the severed head, 
although in the Notesheets there is a sentence that shows Joyce's probable intention to 
include the dance, before the motif of the severed head appears: "whores dance around 
LB [Leopold Bloom]." However, Joyce changed it in the final versio n: Bloom stands 
aside, and joins the dance only later to turn with Bella, while Stephen is the one who is 
danced around. After a series of the humiliating hallucinations he suffers as a female, 
Bloom breaks the spell and regains his original sex, casting off Bella's influence. They 
waltz together, united as a hermaphrodite: "Bloombella." This is not an erotic, exciting 
dance with veils: this is a sweaty, clumsy, drunken hopping around, a caricature of 
seduction . Nevertheless, it ends, in a sense, with the invocation of the spiritual world, 
but it is not the magical power of the whores' dance. Stephen separates himself from 
them and dances tripudium alone. He cries out: "Dance of death." This sentence 
already points forward, to the vision of Stephen's dead mother, but it also closes the 
dance-scene. Thus, we ha, 'e the motif s of the severed head, the dance, and death, 
although in reversed order if compared to other renditions of the Salome legend . 

Finally, Finnegans lf/ake is also a 'lucky dip' for the Salome legend. If we 
consider the whole book in general, the hints of incest in the relationship of H.C.E. 
and his daughter, Issy , mirror Herod' s lust for his provocative stepdaughter. The fact 
that Jo yce was not satis fied with only one Salome suggests that Jo yce discovered and 
incorporated his daughter' s developin g mental illness in the lf/ak e. He wanted two, 
corresponding to Issy and her "linkingclass" (looking -glass, after Lewis Carroll) siste r. 
Lucia Joyce's schizophrenia developed roughly at the same time as Joyce started to 
write his drafts and sketches for the book. It may be noteworthy that she was in fact a 
trained dancer. She was fourteen when U(ysses was published, and the first signs of her 
split per son ality appeared in the early 20s, as J oyce's letters and notes show. The two 
"salaames" 2H are the manife stations of H.C.E.'s daughter(s) as well as the two girls 
whom he spied on in the park: indirectl y, they caused his fall. In Book III, Chapt er 3 
they join the keening procession around the bulk of Yawn-Shaun (and within him 
H.C.E. ), as well as the mourning dance that follows it, " tripping a trepas." 29 In the 

2' James J oyce, Fi11n~ga11s lf7akc (I .ondon: Faber & l'aber, 1939), 493.32 
29 J arnes Joyce 499. 
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"Scribbledehobble" notebook Joyce inserted the word "tetracha" into this passage, a 
reference to Herod, tetrarch and Salome's stepfather, as well as Ezra Pound's "Our 
Tetrarchal Precieuse," 30 - Joyce did not include this in the published version, but this 
does not mean that the dancer would not have strongly held his imagination: this final 
instance in fact shows just how deeply the motif here explored concerned the writers of 
the era. 

30 David Hayman, The "Wake" i11 Tramit (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990), pp. 62, 88, 89, 90. Hayman claims that 
Joyce's Isolde is based on Jules Laforgue's "Salome," the translation of which by Ezra Pound was also 
known to him. 
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Contextualizing B. S. Johnson (1933-73) 

The British Novel's Forgotten Voice of Protest 

B. S. Johnson (1933-73) demands clear introduction; his work requires the preamble of 
summary and chronological placement because twenty-five years after his suicide he 
has slipped so comprehensively from public and academic view. Nevertheless , he 
remains potentially an intriguing and important writer of the postwar period, certainly 
notable as one of Britain's few truly working class twentieth century novelists and as 
such his narratives continue to reflect a life experience rarely narrativized and 
interiorized from direct experience. Given his almost complete obscurity in Britain 
today, despite his continued publication in the U.S. and Germany, it is forgotten that 
durin g his lifetime Johnson became a celebrated, much-debated, and controversial 
figure taken seriously as more than just a self-publicist (of which some accused him) or 
an overtl y self-consciou s experimentalist (to which others reduced his ouevre). 

His polemical statements about literature and the art of fiction were significant. 
Such reflections and his writing are informed not only by his various creative talent s 
which included that of poet, noveli st, ftlrnmaker and dramati st, but furthermore by his 
classical and literary education leading to a degree as a mature student (an unusu al 
status at this point in the late 1950s) at I<.ings College, London . His neglect is almost a 
national disgrace. 

Johnson produced an early joint collection of short stories with Zulfik ar 
Ghose Statement against Corpses1 and he was included in Penguin Modern Stories J2 which 
features Anthony Burg ess, Susan Hill and Yehuda Amich ai. He published seven 

1 B. S. John son and Zulfikar Gh ose, Statement agaiml Corpses (London: Constab le, 1964). 
2 Penguin M odern Stories 7 (London: Penguin , 1971), with A. Burge ss, S. Hill and Y. Amich ai. 
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relatively slim novels over approximately a ten year period: Travelling People; Alb ert 
A ngelo; Trawl; The Unjortunates; House Mother Normal; Christie Malry's Own Double Entry; 
and the posthumously published See the Old Lu!J Decent/y prepared possibly from m/ s 
and papers which followed the influential semi-theoretical pro se collection Aren 't You 
Rather Young to be Writing Your M emoirs?'> Taken together with a few archival traces, one 
can reconstruct a figure of thoughtful and intriguing creative theorising especially since 
he bases much of his work on or around dissecting and narr ativizing his own direct 
experiences of everyday life, which itself was a current theme within sociological and 
philosophical thought of the period . 

The first novel Travelling People charts a post-degree Summ er working in a 
country club for Henry Henry, its protagonist a barely disguised portrait of Johnson as 
mature stud ent contemplating hi s future on graduation. Albert Angelo focuses on 
Johnson's own experienc es as a suppl y teach er and through Albert as protagonist 
Johnson contextuali zes his own such work in north London school s as both exteri or 
and interior setting. He proceeds to drop the fictional pose two-thirds through this 
narrative and famousl y declares his pr esence that allows him to theorise about the 
natur e of telling stuff (things, events, relations) as narrative with: "-fuck all this lying 
look what im trying to write about is writing not all this stuff about archit ecture . . . ," 
(AA, p. 167). Having exposed thi s self-conscious, self-referentiality in his writing, he 
continues in Trawl and The Unfortunates to detail and thematize his own experience s as 
directl y as possible mirroring man y elements of the diary or autobiographical form 
(which he also played with in several sections of Travelling People). In Trawl, aboard a 
fishing boat in the Barent s Sea, the protagoni st who is under stood to be John son 
reviews his life's hurt, betrayal and failure, confronting the failings of past relationships 
and anticipat es a new relationship : " ... this is tl1e best thin g she has don e for me, 

1 B. S. Johns on, Travelling People (London: Pant her, 1967; Londo n: Con stable, 1963). Hence forth 
abbreviated TP; B. S. Johnson, Albert An gelo (New York: N ew Directi on s, 1987; Lond on: Cons tab le, 1964). 
Henc efor th abbreviated AA; B. S. John son, Trawl (London: Secker and Warburg, 1966; London: Panth er, 
1968). Henceforth abbreviated TR; B. S. J ohnso n, The-U11fortu1111tes (Lond on: Panth er Books, with Secker & 
Warbur g, 1969). H ence fort h abbr eviated TU; B. S. Johnson , /-Jome Mother Nom111! (London: Tri gram Press, 
1971; London: Co llins, 197 1; Lond on: Quartet Boo ks, 1973; Newca stle upon Tyne : Bloodaxe Books, 1984; 
New Yor k: N ew Directions, 1987); B. S. J oh nson, Christie 1vfa!ry's OJVll Double En try (London: Collins, 1973; 
N ew York: Viking , 1973; London : Penguin, 1984). He nce fort h abbreviated CMODE ; B. S. John son , See the 
Old Lac/y Decent/y (Lond on: Hutchi nso n, 1975; New Yor k: Viking Press, 1975 - first volum e of an intended 
trilogy ent itled Matrix). Henceforth abb reviated STO LD; B. S. J ohns on, Aren 't You Rather Youl{g to Be 
Writing Your J\1emoirs? (London: Hutchinson , 1973). Hence forth abbre viated A Y. 
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Ginnie, that I am more natural now, whatever nature is, but I know what I mean, and 
for any of the earlier ones, others, I would not have felt this, she releases me, Ginnie," 
(TR,p.169). 

Johnson maps, co-ordinates and charts his experience onto his narrative which 
allows a voyage of self-discovery. These thoughts of placement relate to Virginia 
Kimpton (later Johnson ) who in fact as well as narrative (as in See the Old Lu!J Decent!y) 
became his wife. Present, past and reflection intermingle around a pervasive seasickness 
induced by the voyage, a general unease which relates tangentially to Johnson's 
frustrati ons at and responses to the human condition. Johnson related the form and 
intention of the following novel The Unfortunates to that of the two previous works 
when he explains that the 

. .. three autobiographical novels, Albe rt Angelo, Trawl and The Unfortunates 
forced their way in , demanded to be written out of sheer pers ona l need , psy-
chotherapy if you like, though I call it exorcism . I wrote those thr ee books to 
get them out of my head. 4 

In another formal and stylistic shift, he moves from the confessional prose 
into an autobiographically-based framing by characterisation in two laconic and bleak 
narrative s which owe much to the comic book and cartoon forms of reduction, 
simplification and exaggeration. A comic desperation reshapes the devices, 
characterisations and settings of these two subsequent novels, House Mother Normal and 
Christie Malry's Own Double Entry. He comments that these two paired works were 
planned while writing his first novel from September 1959: "During that time I had 
ideas for two more no vels which became House Mother Normal and Christie Malry."5 His 
later experiences in Wales on a writing fellowship influence the setting of the first and 
his own life as a younger man working as a clerk provide situation and settin g for the 
second. The social matrix of intersecting relations and voices are paramount and are 
referential to lived experience . Finally, an amalgam of Johnson combining overview, 
invention of detail around documentation of his deceased mother's life and his own 
appearanc e into the text make up or frame the final novel See the Old L:zcfy Decent!y 
(1975). Here the writing process threatens to stutter into incoherence with lacunae, lack 
of proper nouns and yet manages to sustain itself. Interestingly he charts the placement 

4 Alan Burns & Charles Sugnet, eds., The Imagination on Trial.· British and American Writers Discuss Their Working 
Methods (London and New York: Allison and Busby, 1981) p. 85. 
5 Alan Burn s, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" in Burn s & Sugnet p. 85. 
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of colonial attitudinising and empowerment while narrativizing sections which refuse 
proper nouns or naming . Thereby he displays langu age's capacity to convey its relations 
by its implicit reference to sets of generalised refer ence and co-ordination which are 
inscribed on the world without need for further repetition. 

Amalgamated into his view of the lifeworld constituted by and narrativized 
through the experiential were Johnson' s response s to ideas permeating the intellectual 
milieu of the late 1950s and early l 960s. His influence was not contemporaneous 
British fiction. Johnson comments "In England writers rarely help each other; it's a 
great pity. I don't discuss the novel with other novelists because I have strong notions 
about what the novel should be doing. Most novelists disagree with me and I'm not in 
the business of converting them to my point of view." 6 One exception was friend, 
confidante and older novelist Rayner Heppenstall who recollects Johnson's first novel's 
indebtedness to Tristram Shanc!J, and records Virginia Johnson's good French and her 
former time in Paris, and, Bryan's attendance of a lecture by Nathalie Sarraute (to 
whom Johnson refers to initiate the introduction to the Hungarian edition of The 
Unfortunates) in the Charing Cross Road in the early 1960s.7 Elsewhere Hepenstall 
explains both his own meeting with and influence upon Robbe-Grillet as well as the 
latter's visit with Sarraut e to England in Febrnary 1961.8 Here we can recognise and 
establish a link with, and the influence of, post-war French thought upon Johnson 
since these experiences and people suggest themselves as conduits, acting as in spiration 
for J ohnson's forms of narrative which can be examined more closely. 

Johnson adapts the classroom and schoolyard ephemer a of Michel Butor 
D egres (1960) for Alb ert Angelo; he includes in his work Nathalie Sarraute's 
understanding that 

We all know this world, in which a sinister game of blindm an's buff is in 
constant progres s, in which people always advanc e in the wron g direction ... 9 

6 Burn s, "B. S. Johnson: lnterview " p. 93. 
7 Jonathan Goo dman, ed., The Master E ccentric: The ]011ma/s of Rayner H eppensta// 1969-81 (London and New 
York: Allison and Busby, 1986) pp. 67-68, 120. 
8 Rayner Heppenstall, The Jntellect11al Part (Lond on: Barrie & Rock.liff, 1963) pp. 198-199 , 209-210. 
9 Nathali e Sarraute, The A ge of Suspicion, transl. Maria Jolas (New York: Georges Braziller 1963) p. 44; L'Ere 
du soupron (Paris: Gallimard, 1956). 
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and develops the motif and substance of the isolated voyager from both Michel Butor 111 

and Alain Robbe-Grillet. 11 Certainly like many of the internally focussed works of the 
French new wave, Johnson's narratives engage the internal investigation of the 
mundane and personal, searching for the interconnectedness in the random elements 
of a life, for within its randomness lies what Merleau-Ponty explains is 

... a double relationship that an integral philosophy admits of between 
individuals and historical totality. It acts on us; we are in it at a certain place 
and in a certain position; we respond to it. Our experience everywhere 
overflows our standpoint. We are in it, but it is completely in us. We are in it, 
but it is completely in us. These two relationships are concretely united in 
life.12 

Some commentators conjecture that Johnson failed in his enterprise and his 
suicide was an admission of failure to reconcile this double relationship, but certainly 
for him an attempt at explicit honesty was important in itself. 13 He said of his collected 
prose Aren't You Rather Young to be Wn'ting Your lv1emoirs? written over a period of 
fourteen years: 

... neither can I really see either progression or retrogression. The order is that 
which seemed least bad late on one particular May evening; perhaps I shall 
regret it as soon as I see it fixed 

(AY, p. 30). 

The process re-emphasises the nature of a truth which resists fixity. Johnson perceived 
that narrative enabled one to look beyond oneself toward an apparent objectivity which 
itself might well be contaminated by the constructs or the desires and necessities of 
others. Such is apparent in the informing metaphor holding together the strands of his 
third novel, Trawl. 

10 Michel Butor, Second Thoughts, transl. Jean Stewart (London: Faber and Faber, 1958); La modification (Paris: 
Les Editions de Minuit, 1957). 
11 Alain Robbe-Grillet, The Voyeur, transl. Richard Howard (London: John Calder 1959). 
12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Adventures of the Dialecti,; transl. Joseph Bien (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern 
University Press, 1973) p. 43; Les Aventures de la dia!ectique (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1955). 
13 See Giles Gordon, Aren't !11/e Due a Royalty Statement? A Stem Account of Literary, Publishing and Theatrical 
Folk (London: Chatto & Windus, 1993) p. 160; Philip Pacey, "I on Behalf of Us: B. S. Johnson, 1933-
1973" Stand 15 (2) (1974) p. 25; Eva Figes, "B. S. Johnson" in Review of Contemporary Fiction 5 (2); (1985) p. 
71. 
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The derivation of such ideas and responses help partially place what Bernard 
Bergonzi notes: 

Johnson seems to have been prompted both by a demand for total moral 
honesty, seeing novel-writing as a means of reproducing experience as 
faithfully as possible, and by a strangely positivistic dislike of imagina tion. 14 

J ohnson's suspicion might not appear such a curiou s credo for a wr iter who regarded 
imagination as a tool of a class system and its dogmatic for ms ( o f which the tradi tiona l 
novel is one) to derive from pre-determined, predefined inter activeness. Johnson was a 
fundamentalist in regarding the intercommunicativ e individual as a focu s for 
inv estigation of creativity and life, of the intersection or relations between the two, 
since self-searching might reveal some glimpse of the totality, as if beneath his 
assumptions is a spiritual dim ension, almost an element of gnostic vision or the nirv ana 
of truly communicated dialectical perception. Johnson says: 

I can only hop e there are some few people like me who will see what I am 
doing, and und erstand what I am saying, and use it for their own deviou s 
purposes. 

(AY , p. 29) 

In his collection of prose published shortly before his death , A ren't You Rather Young to 
be lf:7riting Your Memoirs?, he pondered over the status of writing and the lifeworld, 
effectively declaring tha t the two had to be referential, but th e relationship could not be 
simplistic if communicativ e writing were to be effectiv e and not distort that 
relationality of narrative to life. In what amounted to his literary or creative manife sto, 
J ohnson circumspectl y delineat es his concerns, pencil s in tl1e relati onship betwe en fact 
and fiction; if life and narrati ve were to interconnect , the writer must recogni se that 

Life does not tell stor ies. Life is chaotic, fluid , random; it leaves myriads of 
ends untied, untidil y. Writers can extract a stor y from life only by strict, close 
selection, and this means falsification . .Telling stories really is telling lies ... I 
am not interested in telling lies in my own novels . 

(A Y, p. 14) 

1~ Bernard Bergonzi , The Situation of the Novel (J..,ondo n: MacMillan, 1970) p. 208. 
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Nevertheless, fixity was far from Johnson's perception of the state of life or fiction or 
of the novel. Truth itself never achieves stasis; its perameters are of complex rather 
than contracted relations. Truthfulness possesses a quintessentially elusive quality, as 
Johnson argued strongly: 

Whether or not it can be demonstrated that all is chaos, certainly all is change: 
the very process of life itself is growth and decay at an enormous variety of 
rates. Change is a condition of life. Rather than deplore this, or hunt the 
chimaerae of stability or reversal, one should perhaps embrace change as all 
there is. Or might be. For change is never for the better or for the worse; 
change simply is. 

(AY, p. 17) 

\v'hatever Johnson's apparent obsession with form, his reflection of truth 
engages the ideational function, the experience of processes, objects, persons, 
abstractions, qualities, states, relations of the world around and inside. He synthesises 
the experiential and the logical within which he emphasises the role of observer in the 
function of language. Language is the core of understanding and his literal honesty but 
it serves to signify beyond the grammatical. Expression and language cannot erase the 
admittedly amorphous relation between narrative and life; creativity is not confined as a 
mere heterocosm. Johnson declared in a telling comparison simply that: "Joyce is the 
Einstein of the novel" ~4Y, p. 12). Einstein argued for intuitive leaps of understanding 
for scientific advance and in terms of Johnson's comparison, Joyce is used to indicate a 
complex relationality of fiction, a mapping of life experience onto the adaptable and 
mobile features of language as communicative device. For Johnson Joyce expands the 
perameters of a realm where: "Faced with the enormity of life, all I can do is to present 
a paradigm of truth to reality as I see it and there's the difficulty ... " (A./1, p. 170). In 
the context of Johnson's praise of Joyce and its meaning in terms of understanding 
how Johnson views the possibilities of the novel, we might usefully recall that Einstein 
insisted on intuitive, sympathetic understanding where there exists an interplay between 
experience and" ... methodological uncertainty." 15 

Dislocation and chaotic impulses operate on most le,rels for Johnson, both as 
writer and as individual. 

1' Ann Banfield, TJn.rpeakahle S enteni"es: J\am1tion and lZepre.rentalion in the Lmgur1_ge ol Fiction (Boston and 
London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1982) p. 4. 
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Touched by deep personal tragedy, Bryan carried an enormous quantity of 
sadness within him. Life had betrayed him, and he was constantly on guard 
against fresh betrayals ... 16 

Zulfikar Ghose reminisces about the appalling burden social class imposed upon 
Johnson, his vitriolic abuse at apparent representatives of what he perceived as 
unjustified class privilege, and: " ... the very high praise he had received for his first two 
novels had endorsed his own conviction that he was absolutely right ... " 17 Arrogance, 
aggression, class perceptions and his own self-doubt interrelate to create a perceptual 
matrix of the narrative field that Johnson offers to create a perceptual frame for 
himself both as a man and an artist. What overrides any implicit negativity is the 
compunction, albeit often self-destructively, to proffer candour and soul-searching in a 
quixotic excursion toward a conceptualisation, however limited, of truth and therefore 
honesty. His own account may be differently centred, but it co-exists with critical and 
contemporaneous accounts of his project in writing and shares many co-ordinating 
features. In many ways Johnson was a paradigm of 1960s culture and a product of his 
own very specific past. Reading his work and the commentary surrounding it is like re-
creating some of the tensions that produced the particular British social nuances of the 
period. Johnson's very nature both physical and psychic was imbued with a muscular 
working class London identity and perceptions which militate against every other 
feature of his existence whose roots were in bourgeois enculturation: his university 
education, his work, the friends, girlfriend/wife and his philosophical understandings. 
Of these tensions Johnson creates his writing where he declares his sense of 
intersubjective presence or placement among other people which is enhanced by the 
retrieval for the processual quality of writing: 

All that has helped me to understand perhaps just one thing in my research to 
trace the causes of my isolation: I now realise the point at which I became 
aware of class distinction, of differences between people which were nothing 
to do with age or size, aware in fact of the class war, which is not an out-dated 
concept, as those of the upper classes who are not completely dim would con 
everyone else into believing it is. The class war is being fought as viciously and 
destructively of human spirit as it has ever been in England: I was born on my 

16 Zulfikar Ghose, "Bryan" in Review of Contemporary Fiction 5 (2); (1985) p. 24. 
17 Ghose pp. 25~26. 
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side, and I cannot and will not desert: I became an enlisted man consciously 
but not voluntarily at the age of about seven. 

(TR, p. 53) 

We can observe something of Johnson's frustrations if we consider that 
recently fellow writer and acquaintance, Giles Gordon reflects patronisingly that 

Bryan Johnson was a working-class lad who had the singular fortune to marry 
a beautiful middle-class girl, Virginia Kimpton, who had knees that I lusted 
after. He was extremely aggressive, and quarrelled readily, unnecessarily with 
those who wished him well as much as with those who couldn't have given a 
hoot. His working-class chip could hardly have been more blatant. 18 

Johnson is mediated by marriage and condemned for his social positioning. A better if 
unwilling paradigm for underlying class tensions would be hard to imagine; the contrast 
of class voice with J ohnson's conveys much. 

Johnson's own experience is the subtext and text of all his prose. Friend and 
fellow-writer Philip Pacey confirms that "Henry Henry is a thinly disguised J ohnson." 19 

In the novel he reflects a world where political possibilities seem tangibly close, where 
"integrity" and "responsibility" (TP, p. 179) form part of the moral imperative for 
youth, where social neglect and change are palpable issues. He seeks what Gordon 
labelled his: " ... subjective objective." 20 In simple terms, Johnson writes only of what 
has and does occur in the lifeworld and not in the realm of imagination. For him 
everything else is conjecture. His concept of truthfulness operates at the level of precise 
and often random detail in so far as they exemplify the process of social being since as 
Johnson declares: "Life is chaos, writing is a way of ordering the chaos." 21 This idea of 
truthfulness functions also at the level of framework and interaction, where detail is 
pared down to reflect the idea of a superstructure operating at a social level which 
diminishes individual significance within the social matrix of an exploitative system as 
with Christie Malry's girlfriend. 

18 Gordon pp. 150-151. 
19 Pacey, "I on Behalf of Us: B. S. Johnson, 1933-1973" p. 20. 
2o Gordon p. 159. 
21 Burns, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" p. 92. 
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T he Shrike was not by nature a butcher's assistant, Christie realised only too 
well: it was society that forced her to be so, or to be always something similar. 
She was a pearl in her own right, and it was a reflection on society that it 
could find only inappropri ate use for that wit, that nacreous quality that were 
just two of the things that end eared her to him. 

(CMODE, p. 138) 

Hence this overview provides the comic, dismissi ve presence of Christie Malty rn 
Johnson's attack on the work ethic and alienation in Christie Ma/ry's Own Double-Entry. 

Johnson resists the implications of modernism which results in a distortion of 
reality since its basis of subjectivity and capital are illusory and therefore integrated in a 
basic mendacity of its epistemological presence which applies to fiction as much as 
anything else unless resisted. A. S. Byatt misunderstands this (perhaps wilfully) when 
she accused Johnson of maligning the nineteenth-century novel which he attacked by 
evoking its exhaustion, anachronistic qualities and perversity. 22 Late r criticism serves 
incidentally to pinpoint the cause of Johnson's discont ent , for what Byatt further 
ignore s is Johnson's irritati on at ot her contemporary noveli sts' obsession with and 
continuation of such outmoded techniques and approache s: 

What exponents of " traditi ona l realism" ignored, wh en the y turned to classical 
mimetic theory for supp ort, was that the instinct to imitate is complemented, 
in the Poetics, by an equally strong impulse toward ord ering (7:2 and 4). 
Aesthetic imitation invol ves the completed and harmoni zed integration of 
parts into an organic whok (8:4), even if such part s shou ld involve the 
irrational (24:10) or the impossible (25:5). Ivlimesis is never limited to a naive 
copying at the level of pr oduc t alone .n 

Hence, realism's mimetic int entions were therefore flawed in their theoretical 
conception of what constitutes any act of mimesis, wedded too firmly to surface det ail 
and a lack of concern regarding the organic connection with the material world and any 
experientia l cohesion. From J ohn so n's viewpoint, at its best this tradition sought to 
loo k and feel approximatel y right and appear topographically as the world does to the 

22 A. S. Hyatt, "People in Pap er Houses: Atti tudes to 'Realism' anJ 'Exper iment' in English Post:wn 
h ctio n" in Bradbur y, Malcolm, and David Palmer , ed s., The Co11/e111pomry English Novel Stratford-11po11-/ Jvon 
Studies 18 (London: 1\rnold , 1979) pp. I 9-20. 
23 Linda Hutch con, Narcissistic Nan·ative: the 111ctujictio11a! paradox (New York and l .on don: i\k rhuen, 1984) p 
41. 
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consc10us observer and by so doing accepts the confinement of social narratives 
written upon the world such as class, value and the alienation implicit in capital. Related 
to Johnson's work and critical concepts these notions make apparent that his criticism 
of complacent literature, of the modern neo-Dickensian novel lies in a critique of its 
over-simplifications, its capacity and tendency to copy and construct lies from apparent 
surface features and not in a refusal by Johnson to believe in the possibility of aesthetic 
reflection in narrative.Johnson comments wryly: 

I can only assume that just as there seem to be so many writers imitating the 
act of being nineteenth-century novelists, so there must be large numbers 
imitating the act of being nineteenth-century readers, too 

(AY, p. 13), 

which serves to emphasise the necessary and continuing change in material and social 
conditions to which the aesthetic must adapt. In Travelling People Johnson has his alter-
ego, Henry Henry note ironically in his diary (itself a typical element of eighteenth-
century novels) that: "Nothing seems to happen as it should happen, as it does in 
novels ... " (TP, p. 138). 

For Johnson no form of novel or narrative can be pre-established if it is to 
reflect the processes or recognitions constituting the perceptual mass of the lifeworld 
and its chaotic dimensions. He explains of his notes that "Essentially they are 
pictures," 24 and that "Accidents, like the order in which the bits got thrown into the 
folder, often dictate juxtapositions which weren't there by design;" 25 hence each novel 
is in itself an example or opportunity of reflection that serves as an ongoing 
engagement and development of both substance and material derived from perceptual 
existence. This novel is the stuff of life set in amongst all other lived experiences. This 
communicative act combines together sets of relations that underpin experience rather 
than being or regarding itself as separable from life which is why he writes from what 
he can know of himself in the world. Clearly this is processual and subject to change. 
Johnson explains "Travelling People gave me an identity in 1962 but not in 1972." 26 

Hence, although he is intensely personal, risking the accusations of solipsism and of 
merely chronicling the domestic and the mundane, at another level he fragments the 
familiar constraints of social understanding by declaring that the ordinary and the 

24 Burns, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" p. 86. 
25 Burns, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" p. 87. 
26 Burns, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" p. 89. 
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everyday if dissolved and re-thematized are the seat of a deeply significant and 
. philosophical analysis. He reflects in Albert Angelo that 

Faced with the enormous detail, size, of this complexity, of life, there is a 
great temptation for a writer to impose his own pattern, an arbitrary pattern 
which must falsify, cannot do anything other than falsify; or he invents, which 
is pure lying. 

(AA, p. 170) 

Consciously Johnson uses the novel to explore and talk about the lifeworld. 
Everywhere in his depiction of individuals Johnson attempts to synthesise the 
theoretical with praxis by " ... trying to see everything freshly, trying to realise in 
practice his theoretically absolute freedom of will, freedom from the passed" (AA, p. 
134). 

Philip Pacey summarises a central tenet of his friend's opinion of narrative: 
"Bryan's distrust of imagination becomes clear: it is to him mere fancy, the lure of 
fiction, of escape." 27 Johnson articulates in this resistance a movement toward 
absorbing into the novel a perceptual difficulty within the nature of the fictional 
imagination and process, one central to Sartre's understanding of the influences 
working upon the artist which parallel those of inter-communication itself: 

Because he returns to the source of silent and solitary experience on which 
culture and the exchange of ideas have been built in order to know it, the 
artist launches his work just as a man once launched the first word, not 
knowing whether it will be anything more than a shout, whether it can detach 
itself from the flow of individual life in which it originates and give the 
independent existence of an identifiable meaning either to the future of that 
same individual life or to the monads coexisting with it or to the open 
community of future mona<ls.28 

As a foundational subtext, the informing core of Johnson's consciousness ts 
the dialectical possibilities of a concept of truth derived from reconfiguring perceptual 
and critical functions. The novel can allow us an access by reviewing the elements of 

27 Pacey, "I on Behalf of Us: B. S. Johnson, 1933-1973" p. 210. 
28 Maurice Merleau-l'onty, Sense and Non-Sense, transl. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus 
(Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 1964) p. 19; (Paris, 1948), but this translation based on 
3,c1 edition (1961). 
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the world via co-ordinates which resist social determination and centering. Therefore 
the expression of such a concept acts as a litmus test of perso nal integrity for the 
writer/ narrator himself. The perso nal is political. The personal is public. Personal 
consciousness (and morali ty) is the informing key on reali ty. In sifting through 
experience and the placement of consciousness John son's protagonists seek to 
challenge their own inner as well as outer contradiction s. John son demanded when 
reflecting on the process of novel writing: "But why should nove lists be expected to 
avoid paradox any more than philo sophers?" (AY, p . 18). To seek to avoid such 
paradox would be to falsify. Parad ox is a multiple formation resisting contracted 
rationality and limitation of the dialectic to opposites. Johns on's novelistic expansion of 
contradiction in itself suggests the limitations of antith etical thought (a limitation of 
which Merleau-Ponty accused Sartre 29) especially given the chaos and uncertainty of the 
world that he reflects in every perceptually linguistic moment . 

On the pretext that every rational or linguistic operation condenses a certain 
thickness of existence and is obscure for itself, one concludes that nothing 
can be said with certainty. On the pretext that hum an acts lose all their 
meaning when det ached from their context and brok en down into their 
component parts ... one concludes that all conduct is sense less . It is easy to 
strip language and actions of all meaning and to make th em seem absurd, if 
only one looks at them from far enough away ... But that ot her miracle, the 
fact that, in an absurd world, language and behavi our do have meaning for 
those who speak and act, rema ins to be understood. 0" 

J ohnson's was 

.. . a desire to codify exper ience, to come to terms with things that have 
happened to me , and to try to tell the truth (to discove r what is the truth ) 
about them. 

(AY, p. 18) 

Hence, even in what som e might label his naivete, we percei ve that Johnson writes with 
phil osop hical conviction and fervour. Johnson retained some fear of, or resistance to, 
the chaos and meaninglessnes s that his search might reveal , according to Philip Pac ey 

2'' See Rob er t D enoon Cumm ing, Phmomenolq'{)' and Demmtructio11: l 'o!ume I. The Dream is Over (Chicago and 
Londo n: The University of Chicago Press, 1991). 
' 11 Maurice Merleau -l' ont y, Sense and Non -Sense p. 39. 
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who recalls that: "I argued that creativity is the human search for meaning, impelled by 
a sense that meaning must be, by meaning itself calling to be revealed." 31 

So according to Pacey, Johnson was trapped in a conviction that no new 
revelations remained and he remained dissatisfied with what Pacey describes as his 
" ... transforming experience into art, and so defining himself." 32 Nevertheless, I suggest 
that one should confront or contextualize the anger and despair that haunt Johnson's 
words. Fellow novelist Eva Figes evokes the shared response and commonality of what 
confronted them when she recalls an informal grouping of writers that included herself, 
Ann Quin, Alan Burns and B. S. Johnson. She recalls: 

... we shared a common credo, a common approach to writing. All of us were 
bored to death with mainstream "realist" fiction at a time when, in England, it 
seemed the only acceptable sort. We were concerned with language, with 
breaking up convention al narrative, with "making it new" in our different 
ways. \Ve all used fragmentation as a starting point, and then took off in 
different directions. Bryan concentrated on a kind of literal honesty , on the 
author as central character, and on the format of the bo ok itself .. . It is a 
measure of English conservatism and insularity when one remembers that this 
was the prevailing atmosphere in the literary establishment at a time when, 
abroad, writers like Beckett, Robbe-Grillet, Grass , and Borges were doing 
their best work. Their existence was acknowledged of course, but the 
attention they received was often grudging, respect without liking.33 

In a literary fashion he was literally searching for truth; Johnson was a figure trawling 
his own contradictions. 

J ohnson's fictional consciousness is replete with contrasts and conflicts, 
between the educated world and the mundane worldliness of the most profane or 
philistine of circumstances, as with the world of lorryload s of gluebound dead dogs 
which jumpstarts Travelling People on a note of the bizarre which dissolves into the 
awfulness of a reality where he hitch-hikes in a truck serving the industrial process with 
dead dogs boiled down to provide glue. The reader is reminded that context and 
referentiality are presuppositions for our understanding of the lifeworld, for ,vithout 
this the language degenerates into the play of the absurd deprived of its co-ordinat es. 
Apparent contradictions and the bizarre reconfirm an adhesive nature, things coalesce 

31 Pacey, "I on Behalf of Us: B. S. John son, 1933- 1973" p. 22. 
32 Pace y, "I on Behalf of Us: B. S. John son, 1933- 1973" p. 25. 
" Figes pp. 70- 71. 
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likP the dead canines. For all Johnson 's admiration of Beckett he rejects the ultimate 
trajectory or logic of the absurd placed in a more and more displaced interiority. 

Clearly, J ohnson's narrati ves include an acute perception of the aesthetic drive, the 
nature of narrative and the activity and relationship of writer and readers. He 
foreground s the fact of his own writing as central to bis prose and any understanding 
of what the reader might presuppose: 

All that time, and the only exac t wo rds of his I reme mber are some of those 
spoken in the Malet Street coff ee bar on that one occasion: "Life is a series of 
cliches, each more banal than th e last." 
I certainly do not feel up to inventing dialogue for your sake, going into oratio 
recta and all that would mean. Th ese reconstruct ed things can never be 
managed exactl y right , anyway. I suppose I could curr y a dialogue in which 
Robin and I argued the right s and wrongs of his Cn11Jlictt1a! Situation, but it 
would only be me arguing with myself: which wo uld be even more absurd 
than trying to write of someone else's life. 

(AY, p. 138-139) 

John son addresses his reader and invites the reader to share and to que stion 
the situational relevance of feeling and emotion and judgement , to percei ve the 
difficulties of the role of the writer as difficulties we all share in relating to our ow n 
experienc e of material reality. He identifi es this act of recording and fictionalisin g with 
both the notion of mem ory's imperf ec tion, but also with a concret e occasi on in a 
specific location in a contex t he recalls and claims as autobiographical and actual. 
Johnson appears to mir ror the und erstan ding that: "\'\/e shall find in ourselves and 
nowhere else, the unity and true meanin g of phenom enology."' 4 Like Merleau-Ponty he 
perceive s that: "The very experience o f transcendent things is poss ible only provid ed 
that their project is born e, and disco vered, within myself.".» Implicati on and compl ex 
sets of refere nce to the social are perhaps J ohnson's strongest and most con sistent 
devices, but their locati on 1s as part of a social truth ,vhich proved problematic for his 
subsequent evaluation in a period of plurality and barely disguised relativism. Bernard 
Bergonzi foreshadows the grounds of the later dism issal or decline of John son' s 
reputau on: 

' ' Mauric e .i\lerlea u-l'onty, Plm10111e11ol~i}) o/Pm,:p!irll! (l .ondon: Rou rlcc!ge and I<egan l'nil 1 W,2) p. ,·iii. 
i,; Merleau - l' ont v, />h,:no111enolr('D! ol Perception p. :Vi9. 
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that 

The idea that fiction is lying, and in other respe cts unde sirable, has been 
propagated by another Engli sh novelist, B.S. Johnson, whose con siderabl e 
talents seem to me unnecessarily limited by his doctrinaire attitudes . For an 
English writer J ohn son is remarkably conscious and theor etica l in his idea s 
about what he wan ts to do_3r, 

J ohnson's dialectical method and perspective mirror Merleau-Ponty's assertion 

.. . the relation s among men are not the sum of personal acts or perso nal roles, 
but pass throu gh things, the ano nymous roles , the common situation s, and the 
institutions wh ere men have proje cted so much of themselve s that their fate is 
now played out out side them.37 

This explains the curious ly objective stance in John son 's prose which absorbs even the 
most emotive and anguished in a matter-of-fact style and impli ed consci ousness . 
Johnson insists on anoth er underlyin g, if muted perspec tive. 

O utside writing I'm a very political animal. My novels hav e generall y been 
written from a political stance but the politic s have been very much in the 
background. 38 

One of th e collection 's editors, Charl es Sugnet responds that 

... it's hard to believe the B. S. Johnson who wrote passion ately about class 
warfare, and insisted he would never desert his side in it, could be content to 
write only for himself.39 

Certainly in his analysis, J ohnson seeks to absorb Sarraute's notio n that surfac e is 
valueless, which nec essitates an examination of the fragments and fragmentation of the 
universe .40 J ohnson's prose at surface level is mod est , hesitant, loca lised and particular 
until one discovers that his choices of approach are all purposiv e and signifyin g. He 

36 Bcrgo nzi p. 204. 
37 Merleau -Ponty, Adventum of the Dialectic p. 32. 
38 Burn s, "B. S. Johnson: Interview" p. 88. 
39 Charl es Sugnet, "Introd uct ion" in Burn s & Sugnet pp. 9-10. 
-i0 sar rautepp . l2, 16-17. 
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commences from his existentiall y inspired philosophical and dialectical concern about 
the nature and interconnectedn ess of detail; how life constructs or unravels itself as in 
his mind in Trawl rememberin g jazz musician King Joe Oliver's life: 

And all the other s, the way they did it, totally involv ed in all that was going on 
... the treatment of sex and love as enormously imp ortant , so rightly for me , 
as I wanted to be so involved in everything, in all of it, who was a bank clerk 
at the time and engaged to the bourgeois Dorothy . 

(IR p. 164) 

Constitution and tran scendent possibilities represented by the jazz world stand 
as separable elements, but he recalls that he "Went round the London jazz clubs, then, 
in search of this life, disappointed, of course ... " (TR, p. 165). Johnson seeks his 
version of Sarraute's " ... ultimate deep where lie truth, the real universe, our most 
authentic impression ... "41 He starts from what he described as " ... a theme (the 
conflict between illusion and reality) in a particular example . . . a mass of subject 
matter, observed, amalgamated and invented ... "42 Johnson's existential concern about 
why we are here leads him inexorably to thematize how being is constituted and how it 
is distorted by each and every cultural perception. Johnson refuses presuppositions 
about big metaphysical problem s such as the coherence of individuality which faces the 
unknown and the strange. He ruffles, sifts, disturbs and distru sts the fabric of here and 
que stions the nature of embodiment as fundamentally given and resting within a 
bour geois framework of modernity . Johnson confounds both these apparent stabilitie s 
of the subject in their specificity and their ability to express some abstract existential 
interrogation of the space-time continuum. The possibility of an interrogation of the 
appropriateness and detail of the underlying social praxis of the subject is central for 
Johnson; this initiates a deepening of the intersubj ective nature of its constituti ve 
dialectical relationship. He seeks an understanding which might explain why his 
possibilities are constrained in their socio-historical as well as metaphysical conte xts, 
much like those of Christie Malry whose mother dia/ectidzes (her word): 

'It seems that enough accidents happen for it to be a hope or even an 
expectation for mo st of us, the day of reckoning. But ,ve shall die untidily, 

41 Sarraut e p. 12. 
42 B. S. Johnson, "Anti or Ultra?" Books and Bookmen (8); (8th May 1963) p. 25. 
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when we did not p ro perly expect it, in a mes s, mos t thin gs unresolved, 
unreckoned, reflectin g that it is all chaos.' 

(CMODE, p. 30) 

O nc e m ore Johnson hints at his pervasive methodolo gy and perc eptual insight. Hi s 
wo rld view is less parod y o f expectation and more socio-p olitical analysis: "If you want 
to get near the truth then it s silly to start fiction alising, because you immediatel y make 
one step away from the truth and this may lead on to oth ers .. . "43 For J ohnson everything 
is embedded and maten·a/, even his own act of writin g; consequentl y everythin g is 
int errog ated since pres ent understanding is the illusion and an entropic resistance 
fragments and disrupts our praxis. In these resistanc es J ohn son glimpses an underlyin g 
de- structuring of identity and its familiar contexts, revealing truths which are neith er 
mythic or alien, but sub sum ed and oddly familiar as disrup tions which Foucau lt 
outlin es in The Order of Things (1966): 

. . . there is a wo rse kind of disord er than that o f the incongmo11s, the linkin g 
toge ther of thin gs that are inappropri ate ; I m ean the disord er in which 
fragment s of a large num ber of poss ible or de rs glitter separ ately in the 
dimension, witho u t law or geo metry, o f the heterocli!e; and, that wo rd should be 
taken in its mo st litera l, etymo logical sense: in such a state, things are "laid, " 
"placed," "arranged " in sites so very different from one ano ther that it is 
impossible to find a p lace of residence for th em, to define a common focw 
beneath them all.4 1 

The natur e o f the se disrupti ons inf er Jo hn son's radicali sing vision o f "The continu ous 
pro cess o f recognising that what is poss ible is not achievab le" (./1Y, p. 79), but also his 
singulari ty in term s o f historical literary contextuality within the lifeworld , without 
which the novel amounts to the pro duction and pro duct of " ... a babel of 

-IJ B. S. Jo hnso n, unpubli shed transcript of taped interview betw een 13. S . .Johnson and Christoph er Ricks 
most of wh ich was used for radio broadca st 11 th Aug ust 1964; Tp. " Interviewed by Christo pher Ricks on 
his New Nov el, Albert Angelo" Ne1v C1Jmmmt (Caversham: l3l3C \Vrinen Arc hive, dated 31 st July 1964) p 
2. 
44 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: / Jn ./1rlh11eolo,gr 1Jf the I l umaH Sdences (Lo ndo n and New Yo rk: 
Tavis tock/Ro utledge 1989) p. xvii - in·iii ; (Paris: Editions G ailimard, I 966). 
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incomprehensibility: realists and experimentalists, cynics and idealists, obscurantists and 
populists, men and women, young and unyoung, poor and poorer ... "45 

Johnson dialecticizes a disengagement from presupposed constructs and 
contracted narratives of modernity of which the traditional novel is merely one. 
Johnson inserts an authorial dialogue with his protagonist in Christie Malry's Own Double-
Entry who confronts his creator with the fact that 

'The writing of a long novel is in itself an anachronistic act: it was relevant 
only to a society and a set of soc ial conditions which no longer exist.' 
'I'm glad you und erstand so readily,' I said, relieved . 
'The novel should now try simply to be Funn y, Bru talist, and Short,' Christie 
epigrammatised. 
'I could hardly have expressed it better myself,' I said ... 

(CMODE, p. 165) 

Nevertheless, J ohnson's consciousness develop s Sartre's partial recognition m The 
Problem of Method that ideology and the lived personal project derive s from engaged and 
concrete experience: 

To make comprehension e:x.pfia"t does not by any means lead us to discover 
abstract notion s, the combination of which could put the comp rehension 
back into conceptual Knowledge; rather it reproduces the dialectical 
movement which starts from simply existing givens and is raised to signifying 
activity. This comprehension, which is not distinguished from praxis, is at 
once both immedi ate existence (since it is produced as the move ment of 
action) and the foundation of an indirect knowing of existence (since it 
comprehends the ex-istence of the other).-16 

Beckett retreat s from this alterity of material presence into divisions and 
pathologies of plurality in an unstable epistemology of language . It is interesting that 
for all his admiration o f Beckett's work Johnson centre s his own quite differentl y. Of 
The Unnameable Johnson commented : "What you are left with is less pleasin g to me 

-1., B. S. J ohnson, London Comequences, a novel by 26 novelists with unattributed chapt ers, B. S. Johnson and 
Margaret Drabble, eds .; first and last chapter s written jointl y by the two editors (London: Great er London 
Arts Association, 1972) p. 15. 
-16 Jean-P aul Sartre, Seanhfor a Method transl. and introduction by Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1963) pp. 170-171; "Question de Meth ode," prefatory essay in Critique de la raison dialectiqtte, Volume 
I (Paris: Librairie Gallimard, 1960). 
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than Beckett's earlier novels. I regret intensely that one of the things he has jettisoned 
is his humour ... "47 Let us therefore reconsider what the two writers do similarly and 
differently. Johnson asks why history and society are formulated through a subjective 
desire which confounds us; so, for both writers the question of variation of identity is 
both dynamic and crucial. Interpretation of Beckett suggests that " ... the ultimate 
language of the Self is silence, and in silence the Trilogy ends." 48 As Johnson concludes: 
"I admire Beckett very much, while I don't imitate him in any sense. I look upon him 
as a great example of what can be done. I think personally he is in a cul-de-sac. .. "49 For 
Johnson there is history as he demonstrates in his reflection in his final novel See the Old 
Lady Decent!J on the pre-Celtic past and what it may signify: 

Soon we may be closer: for post-civilization is upon us, startling us with the 
speed of its advance, the apogee is passed, soon everything will be cimmerian 
as five thousand years ago seems to us now. 

(STOLD, p. 106) 

Nevertheless, Johnson chronicles the specificity of contingency where 
potentially: "The dialectic was going to appear in concrete facts." 511 He recalls of Tony 
in The Unfortunates: 

... he had a great mind for such historical trivia, is the right word, no, nor is 
detail, trivia to me perhaps, to him important, or worth talking about, if that is 
important, which I doubt, to me ... 

(TU "First," p. 3) 

Tony's preference allied to the specificity of objective forms prevails as the underlying 
principle of the narrative, and substance is all that can reconfirm even partial 
understanding of intersignification and meaning in the impermanence of being: 

This worn handrail, familiar to the touch, polished brass knobs every few feet, 
the wooden treads, in small squares, worn, wooden, wood wears more quickly 
than most things, like him, like me, at something like the same rate, perhaps, 
how can I know? The permanent way, ha! 

(TU "Last," p. 1) 

-17 Johnson, unpublished transcript of taped interview between B. S. Johnson and Christopher Ricks p. 8. 
-18 Richard N. Coe, Beckett (London and Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1964) p. 79. 
-19 Johnson, unpublished transcript of taped interview between B. S . .Johnson and Christopher Ricks p. 7. 
,o Merleau-l'onty, Adventures of the Dia!edic p. 7. 
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One decision by the narrator in Albert Angelo is played out before us: 

I think I shall visit my parent s every Saturd ay as a rule, as a habit. 
Occasionally Sund ays: instead, though, not as well. But usually Saturdays, as a 
rule, as a habit almost. Yes. 

(TP, p. 17) 

In tone, its repe tition and focalisation all draw on Beckett: 

I resolved to go and see my mother. I needed , before I could resolve to go 
and see that woman, reasons of an urgent natur e, and with such reasons, since 
I did not know what to do, or where to go, it was child's play for me, the play 
of an only child ... s 1 

Ne ver theless , one can percei ve large diff erence s between the writers, despite 
the obvious parallels. Johnson continues to specify loca tion and personal historic 
referentiality for the ensuing visit which expres ses the prior intentionality: 

They live at Hammersmith, my parents. I walk down the hill from Percy 
Circ us, along Kings Cross Road, into Pentonville Road, toward s K.ings Cross. 
The statio n has two squat stock -brick arches, their yellow unc ommon ly 
unblackened: Cubitt, the young est, Lewis . 

(AA, p. 20) 

Beckett is concerned more with the creation of interrogations of subjec tivity, but in 
particular how it is both expressed through and determin ed by language, a 
logocentricism which J ohnso n avoids : 

And once again I am, I will not say alone, no, that's not like me, but, how shall 
I say, I don 't know, restored to myself, no, I never left myself, free , yes, I 
don't know what that means, but it's the word I mean to use, free to do what , 
to do not hing, to know, but what, the laws of the mind perhaps, of my mind, 
that for example water rises in proportion as it drowns you and that you 

i i Samuel Beckett, The Trilogy: Mollqy. Malone Dies, The Unnamable (London: Picador , 1979; London: Calder, 
1959) p. 16. 

185 



PHILIP TEW 

would do better, at least no worse, to obliterate texts than to blacken margins, 
to fill in the holes of words till all is blank and flat and the whole ghastly 
business looks like wh at it is, senseless, speechless, issueless misery ... To 
restore silence is the ro le o f objects. 52 

Language is evasive in itself and operates to signify, intervene in and contr ol 
man' s self and mutual apprehen sion. As will become clear I regard John son as 
perceiving a crisis of the notio n of the subject in its mat erial and expressive condition 
or configuration. Languag e is seco ndary to his critique. Selfhoo d o f this kind is a locus 
and agent of crisis. Johnson develops from a Beckettian base, utilising a range of other 
discourses and perspectiv es. Johnson's contingency is experiential and not an 
abs traction which separat es him from both Sartre and Beckett. 5:l Beckett's world is 
bleak and unpeopled by his inward eye; as such he represents a fear that philos op hy 
and understanding are unable to sustain the intelligibility of their o~n content. 
J ohnson 's world is one rend ered by and full of peopl e and it is through their pre senc e 
and manipulation that patterns of interpretation and social discour se reas sert 
themselves, not neces sarily through the nature of language but by its familiarity and 
reassurance. In the mann er of phenomenological perc eption (from Husser! onward) 
Johnson prioritises present experiences as perhaps the only viable validating principle .54 

In his sense of the lifeworld autonomous difference is erased by specific manipulati ons 
through elements like " ... brand ed products and factory stock ... " (AY, p. 56) and: 

It has come to the point where there is no such thing as a loca l speciality in 
the exclusive sense: for everything is availabl e everyw her e, flow n in that 
morning from anywher e, with the dew and the bacteria and the insects still on 
it. 

(AY, p. 62) 

52 Beckett, p. 14. 
53 Sartre's separation of a philo sophic and abstracted claim from exper ienced perso nal engagement is dea lt 
with in Robert Den oo n Cummin g, Phenomenolog)' and Deconstmdio11: f/ o/ume II. Method and lmagi11atio11, 
(Chicago and Lond on: The University of Ch icago Press, 1992) pp . 159- 161. 

See Cumming, Phenomenology and Deconstmction: Volume I. The Dream if Over pp. 29, 31-32 . 
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Johnson reflects a reality where 

... the tendency toward s totalization and 'integration ' (in the social system as 
a whole - in other words the state) prevents us from seeing how disjointed 
everything is becomin g.SS 

Johns on's periodization may retain a significance in extruding strands of historical 
development which explain the origin and formulations of his critical thought: 

In the 1950s, a renewed development o f modern processes too k place , and 
there is much evidence of a definit e phase-shift somewhe re arou nd the year 
1960. Many of th e social and cultural forms that had been crystallised as 
modern then started to be seriously questioned and eroded by the continuing 
moderni:,:ation proce ss itself. 
. . . [Any] claim that we have passed from the modern epoc h into a new 
cond ition of 'post-modernity' underestimates the continuiti es betwe en high 
modernity and the current phase of development. O ur times have seen a 
radicalization and in tensification of modernization rather than its 
disso lution Y• 

Fornas's sta tement summarises well the outline context and resulting philosoph ical 
shifts at the crux of which I position Johnson in terms of method, narrative reflecti on, 
form , and critical significanc e. J ohn son reflects the minuti ae of the perceptual in such a 
manner: 

On my way home l pass late shops, the assistant s looking wear y, bored, 
mutinous. I do not know how they can wo rk in such place s, again , I canno t 
und ers tand how people do such jobs. I co uld not do them. E ven the thought 
of o ther s doing them makes me feel unwell. 

(AY, p. 122) 

; ; H enri Lefebvre, lt1!md11dio11 lo M1,demity: 7ive!ve Pre/Jl{ki Septemhtr 1959- ,\1'()' 1961, trnn sl. J ohn 1V1oore (Lond on 
and N ew York: Verso, 1995) p . 12 1; lntrodmJion ii !t.1 modemiti (Paris: Editi ons de M.inuir, l 962). 
;<, Johan hm1a s, Cuitmal Theory a11d l..t.Jte Modemity (London : l110usand Oaks , N ew Ddhi : Sage Publications, 
1995) pp. 34-3 5. 
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For Johnson as for Ricoeur " ... discourse is not another person but a project , that is, 
the outline of a new being-in-the-world." 57 

The opening of Trawl which articulates subjective presence and th e fear of 
solipsistic isolation prefi gures a movement toward absorption of others into a unifying 
project of self-understanding. The mood of Trawl is hesit ant and reflecti ve, the 
accumulation of detail in conflict with the inner moroseness of the traveller, with a 
flatness derived from both his sickness and his sense of pers onal defeat. The two 
forces contend as he matches the progress of life, through the war and evacuation to 
his rites of passage, the voice growing in certainty from the fragmentarin ess of its 
commencement: 

I • • 
one and 
• • • 
• • • 
• • • • 
• • • • I 

always with • 
I share the same 
• one always starts 
alone • • • • 

• one 
character 

with 
• 

starts 
• • 

• 

from 
are 

one 
• sole • • 

• 
one 

• • 
• 

• • • single • • • • . . 
(TR p. 7) 

The use of such very idiosyncratic ellipsis points midline to indicate breaks in 
consciousness or the abandonment of reflection and narrative continue through the 
novel. They are its chief technical ploy or innovation (although its use remains entirely 
reminiscent of Celine 's ellipsis points in F.igadoon as well as Nathalie Sarrraute's 
perpetuation of this effect). A similar pattern of form which reflects and moves from 
the solipsistic structures Johnson's novels where overall he posits a recognition parallel 
to Ricoeur's observation: 

... that there are other subjects present before me and that they are capable of 
entering into a reciprocal relation of subject to subject and not simp ly into the 
dissymetrical relation of subject to object ... 58 

Clearly Johnson perceives in fiction that which can be expressed theoretically as " ... the 
problem of reconciling the apparently auton~mous logic of social processes with the 

57 Paul Ricoeur, From Text to Altion: Essays in Flem1eneutics, II (Evanston, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 
1991) p. 149; Du texte a !'action: Essais d'hermeneutique, II (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1986) . 
58 Rico eur p. 235. 
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equally inescapable fact that society is the outcome of human interactions," 59 where he 
senses separation and isolation amid the cultural landscape of conglomerated urban 
density all of which signifies that 

Surely what is new and genuinely 'modern' is the contradiction between 
individual loneliness and the bringing-together of crowds or masses in gigantic 
cities, in massive business companies ... 60 

Johnson is a hybrid, amalgamating a factuality with a concern for a 
philosophical and materialist version of realism, which is quite separate from the 
literary school of realism of Anglo-American literary theory. To suffuse his narrative 
with such philosophical realism Johnson does not select merely, but illuminates the 
truthfulness of bundles of complex relations that interrogate topographical 
verisimilitude. He comments: 

With each of my novels there has always been a certain point when what ha s 
been until then just a mass of subject-matter, the material of living, of my life, 
comes to have a shape, a form that I recognise as a novel. This crucial 
interaction between the material and myself has always been reduced to a 
single point in time : obviously a very exciting moment for me . 

(A Y, pp. 23-24) 

His work was radical in its refusal to accept the standards of British fiction 
which were dominant during his lifetime. The test of the literary or other merits of 
perception might be said to lie for Johnson in the ability or otherwise to define 
elements of substantiating truths themselves or perhaps definitions of the very 
elusiveness of any particular truth. He is quoted as insisting that "All writing is 
autobiographical, because he believes that one should tell the truth and that the only 
true knowledge is oneself," 61 which of course does nor mean that Johnson's appeal is 
to a self solipsistically or subjectively constrained in its potential form. House Mother 
Normal is structured to demonstrate both a technical and expressive problem which 
expands the realm and territorial possibilities of the self: 

, 9 Dews, p . 14. 
60 Lefebvre p. 189. 
c,1 David Depledge, "Author with a Bold Device: Interview with David Depledge" Books and Bookmen 9 (13th 
June 1968) p. 13. 
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Due to the various deformities and deficiencies of the inmates, these events 
would seem to be progressively "abnormal" to the reader. At the end, there 
would be a viewpoint of the House Mother, an apparently 'normal' person, 
and the events themselves would then be seen to be so bizarre that everything 
that had come before would seem "normal" by comparison. The idea was to 
say something about the things we call "normal" and "abnormal" and the 
technical difficulty was to make the same thing interesting nine times over 
since that was the number of times the events would have to be described. 

(AY, pp. 26-27) 

Johnson does not anywhere explain why he chose exactly nine accounts; the 
communitarian multiplicity of accounts is essential. Each such narrative segment serves 
to confirm the same substantiating material framework and basis, however distorted 
the perceptual and communicative abilities of any one geriatric (or of the House 
Mother du e to insanity ). Material and temporal proce sses underscore ~ach of these 
exemplars of the reflective and referential frameworks howe ver flawed. The self-
referential values of a linguistic system which excludes other systems would have 
certainly been rejected by him as curiously monistic. To say something, however 
apparentl y complex, for its own sake (a statement only has ultimate self-sustaining 
relevance within that system) would appear to have been anathema for Johnson, since 
for him this conflation of life, thought and expression was no linguistic game since he 
believed the critic should "... think a little further , and what I am really doing is 
challengin g the reader to prove his own existence as palpably as I am proving mine by 
the act of writing" (.4Y, p. 28). John son in effect exte nds Robbe-Grillet's noti on in 
'From Realism to Reali ty' that "The discovery of reality can only continue its advance if 
people are willing to abandon outworn forms." 62 Formal experimentation serves to 
function as an ongoin g perceptual recognition of the nature of things, for reality and 
consequ en tly truth lie at the heart of the enterpnse which moves toward a perc eption 
of the concrete and mat erial and the effects of Johnson's style and themes will be 
enumerated in the en suing chapters. On one level John son hold s to what is descr ibed 
by Gerald Vision as a correspondence theory of truth, whic h is " ... the view that truth-
bearers are true by virtu e of their relation to a situati on in a mind-independent wo rld 
... " 63 The world exists. Writing exists. The two have some connection and are 
interdep endent. Henc e the process as progression of material understanding John son 

r,z Alain Robbe-Grillet, Snapshots and Tmvarcfr /1 N e1v Novel, transl. Barbara Wright (London: Calder and Boyars, 
1965) p. 154; Pourut1 nouveau roman (Paris: Gallimard, 1962). 
c,, Gerald Vision, hfodem Anfi-Realism ancl 1Hanttj,Jdf,(r,:d Truth (London and New York: Routledge, 1988) p. 11. 
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alludes to in his essay collection's title piece "Aren't You Rather Young to be Writing 
Your Memoirs?": "I write this down so you may know in time the circumstances of my 
first visit, which in turn led to my second visit" (AY, p. 36). This interface of event and 
account may be one aspect of the complex intersections of truth (an absent or x-factor 
constituting uncertainty does not eliminate potential coherence); certainly Johnson 
insi sts the nature of truth is no easy matter. In The Unfortunates Johnson admits this 
interdependence and its form may be problematic, but is extrapolated from the 
particular as well as the general, for without the balance of these two perspective s any 
cognition is deceiving : 

The difficulty is to understand without generalization , to see each piece of 
received truth, or generalization, as true only if it is true for me, solipsism 
again, I come back to it again, and for no other reason. 

In general, generalizati on is to lie, to tell lies. 
(TU "Last") 

Truth and lies in their dialectica l formulations and significations constitute the 
particularising matrix of history and hence they must be a focus for significant 
interpretation of Johnson 's work, and, such historic al " ... links and cross-referenc es 
... " (AY, p. 30) determin e his artistic and philosophical endeavour. The material 
centrality of truth concepts helps to explain the tortuou s nature of his artistic career 
where he might appear to retreat from his own creativity and the impulses of the fictive 
form into a morass of the observable and yet dissolving features of the material world. 
Subjective truth must include otherness; the reflector of his consciousness is the 
potentiall y intersubjective presence which proves troubling in alterity's apparent 
objecti ve form; Johnson chronicles things, actions, events and surroundings as if 
circling the interrogative pre sence of these apparently impenetrable subject selves. As 
Merl eau-Ponty thematizes : 

It is thus that one surmounts or, rather, sublimates the experience of the 
Other. We easily escape from transcendence as long as we are dealing only 
with things: the transc ende nce of other people is more re sistant. If another 
person exists, if he too is a consciousness, then I must consent to be for him 
only a finite object, determinat e, visible at a certain plac e in the world. If he is a 
consciousness, I must cease to be a consciousness. But how am I then to 
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forget that intimate atte station of my existence, that conta ct of self with self, 
which is more certain than any external evidence and which is the prior 
condition for everythin g else? And so we try to subdu e the disquieting 
existence of other s.<>• 

E ach novel allowed B. S. J ohn son to explore elemen ts of th e interrelationship 
of both consciousne ss and externali ty where in the Briti sh context ".. . the 
incompr ehen sion and weight of pr ejudice which faces anyon e trying to do anythin g 
new in writing is enormou s, sometimes disquieting , occasionally laughable ... " (AY, p . 
31). Fo r the Hungarian spea ker drawn to Johns on's work perhaps the mo st 
repre sentative and adventurou s is available translat ed int o their own language. As 
J ohn son explained, writin g in 1972 for an essay prefacin g 5 zerencsetlenek entitl ed 
"E losz6 a magyar kiadash oz": 

Bizto san tud om, hogy ebb e a regen ybe tobbet adt am magamb 61, mint barmi 
masba, amit azelott vagy az6 ta irtam_r,s 

r,4 Merleau-Ponty, Sense and 1\7011-Seme p. 29. 
<,; 13. S. Jo hnso n, S zerencsitlenek , trans l. Istvan Bart (Budape st: Eu ropa Kiinyvkiado, 1973) unpagina ted . - " l 
know for certa in that 1 have inves ted more o f myself in this novel than into anything else that I have 
writt en befor e or I have writt en since." 
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Tropics: 

Figure and Narrative in William Golding's Sea Trilogy 

"For my Conversation, it is like the Sun's" 1 

That Golding's excellent sea trilogy (Rites ef Passage [1980], Close Quarters [1987], and Fire 
Down Below [1989]) is also about language will not surprise anyone who is familiar with 
it . The narrator Talbot himself, when he gives a one-sentence summary of his narrative, 
calls it an "account of Edmund Talbot's journey to the ends of the earth and his 
attempt to learn Tarpaulin." 2 That is, whatever "meaning" we finally choose to impose 
on the narrative of the voyage, it will have to reckon with what the narrator's remark 
suggests: his experiences, ordeals, and insights ( obviously the source of any possible 
"meaning" of the story) cannot be separated from his linguistic enterprise. 

The trilogy's deep interest in language is reflected in a number of ways: the text 
is concerned with various verbal or non-verbal systems of representation (theatre, 
painting, poetry, nautical language), with the ability of language to represent the world, 
with moments of extreme linguistic strain when the narrator is faced with phenomena 
that defy verbal rendering, with language as the means and litmus of social existence. 
Golding's text, however, is not just yet another clever and self-conscious postmodern 
critique of referentiality; what the trilogy explores is our inevitable implication rather 

1 Sir Thom as Browne, &ligio Medici (London: Dent, 1959) p. 81 
2 William Golding, Fin: Down Below (London: faber, 1990) p. 310. The volumes of the trilogy will hereafter 
be referred to parenthetically as ROP (Rites ef Passage, London : Faber , 1982), CQ (Close Quarters, London: 
faber, 1988), and r7JB (Fire Down Be/01v). 
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than imprisonment in language: the text turns with an anthropological interest towards 
the issue of what it means to exist in/by/through language, to the ways we are using 
and are being used by language. I have written elsewhere 3 about some crucial aspects of 
all this in more detail, primarily about the consequences of the use of Tarpaulin words 
in the text, about the blurred boundaries between language and metalanguage, and 
about the workings of the slippages between and within metalinguistic terms 
("translation," "metaphor," "passage," "transport" etc. are all caught up in a 
metaphorical chain where their figurative use is a "translation" - that is, a metaphor -
of metalinguistic meanings into the non-verbal realm). In what follows I shall explore 
some of the implications of this "linguistic" universe concerning the trilogy's imagery, 
figurativity and narrative logic. 

GONE HOM E 

For Talbot, who rather fancies him self as a wit, the absolut e control of the verbal 
medium is an essential constituent of his cosmic sense of superiori ty; languag e is "so 
habitual as to be unnoticeable" (FDB 89), or rather, the fact that he notices it, playing 
and punning with it as he pleases, is a mark of his supremacy. Talbot's extreme verbal 
self-consciousness is not a sign of doubt or estrangement, but a symptom of excessive 
self-confidence, an excess or overflow of a mastery confident that there is nothing it 
cannot do with/to language, a sign of an awareness of the stellar distance separating 
him from all the other inhabitants of the ship. It is only natural that his primary aim in 
the course of the voyage is to learn Tarpaulin, "to become wholly master of the sea 
affair" (ROP 6). Talbot is aware that his unassailable authority might suffer unless he 
becomes master (another word for captain) of the ship, a world basically unknown to 
him. He is also aware that his becoming master of the sea affair can only be attained by 
the acquisition of the language of the seamen (Tarpaulin). In a sense, he is the 
enlightened coloniser who knows that proficienc y in the language of the natives will 
clinch his supremacy once and for all. 

He duly begins to use his naval dictionary and "conquer" the ship as a verbal 
universe, believing that the learning of Tarpaulin will simply mean an extension of his 
vocabulary into a so far unexplored area, and displays his growing proficienc y in 
passages of a veritable intoxication with the technicalities of Tarpaulin . Yet, instead of 

3 "'You will forgive the figure': Language, Metaphor and Tran slation in William Golding's Rites of Passage," 
British and American Studies (Timisoarn) 2 (1998) pp. 94-102. 
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bringing him the desired mastery, learning the language presents him with a linguistic 
experience of a very different kind. It is obvious from the very first moment that 
Talbot's boarding the ship entails a change (a "sea change") in his experience of 
language. Something "happens" to language aboard the nameless ship; the change is a 
moment of wrenching, a fissure . Language somehow becomes perceptible, getting in the 
W{fJ, revealed as an "object" between ourselves and the world, ourselves and the others. 
Talbot 's puns are not understood, his foreign words, Greek quotations and 
mythological allusions are so man y insults, his fanciful figures are the dead-ends of 
communication rather than its embellishments (see, for instance, ROP 22, 36, 142; FDB 
88); words reveal an unexpected and, what is even more important, uncontrollable 
capacity for ambiguity and polysemy (that is how he unwittingly insults Miss Granham 
- ROP 48-9); frequently he finds himself unable to understand the seamen's language, 
and not because it is full of abstruse technicalities, but because of the undefinable, yet 
all-pervasive a!ienness of the langua ge (the best exampl e is probably the carpenter's 
enigmatic anecdote, ROP 79-80 and, in general, Talbot's vague ly humiliating linguistic 
adventures or tribulations in the underworld of the ship); more and more conversations 
tend to become "metalinguistic," turning on the shades of meaning of a certain word 
or expression, addressing issues of verbal representation or communication ( CQ 170-
81 ), or in various other ways (for instance, Talbot is offered riddles by Summers [ROP 
135] and Tommy Taylor [CQ 278]); certain phrases lose their "meaning" and become 
like physical objects, exchanged among the inhabitants of the ship like currenc y 
("rendering like an old boot," "we are odd like that"\ Language is wrenched from its 

; l,evin :\le Carron, in TIN Coi11tide11re of Opponle.r: /f"''il!ia111 Golding's Lrt a Firlion (Sheffie ld: Sheffield , \cadem ic 
J>ress , 1995, p. 77), claims that the second phra se plays an importan t ro le in the narrative; it is a phra se that 
comes from Ta lbot, and the fact that it gains currencv among the seame n sugges ts that Talbot , coming to 
the end of his initiation ritual, is finally integrated into the wo rld of the ship . The neat interpretation of the 
trilogy as a three -stage initiati on is, I think , contradic ted bv the text ; Talbot is not, cannot be integrated into 
the world o f the ship, not only on accow1t of his personal peccadill oes, bur also becaus e the universe of the 
ship is a world of radical non -inte gration. Incidentally, the phras e ("I'm odd like that") is not Talbo t's: it is 
one of the idiosyncrasies of the Dickensian purser i\fr Jones, used by him in two of his conversations with 
Talbot (C,'Q 166, CQ 260), who then tJUOtes it ironically at :\fr Jone s to teach the purser a lesson (CQ 275); 
the phrase is adopted by he cre,v as a "catch phrase" (277), but there is no e,,iden ce that Talbot is the 
source of tlus "m etalingui stic" usage. Jn fact, inasm uch as Mr Jon es 1s seen as the source of the ship's 
linguistic traffic and commerce, the point 1s probably exact ly that th e phra se has no identifiable origin, it is 
alwavs alread,· circu lating (always alread1· a guote ). i\lr Jones , the purser is the invisible origin or sti ll centr e 
of dmJ/[J/i on in rhe world of the ship , and the phra se that originates with him is inevitab lr a verbal unit , a 
circulatin g coin whose value (meaning) is tota lly effaced: its value 1s its participa tion in the circul ation of 

195 



TAMAS BE N YEI 

position of transparent medium and controllable "playground" and has to be reckoned 
with as an unpredictable presence or agent. At sea, language seems to come into its 
own as an object, vessel, medium of passages (translations) between us and the world, 
an object (like the ship) whose function is to transport, translate, carry over from one 
place to another. To live in the ship is to live in translation, in passage, in the passage or 
translation that language is. 

The paradigmatic figure among the seamen who seems to embody the essential 
experience of being at sea is the halfwitted "ancient midshipman" (CQ 157), Davies, a 
shadowy figure who no longer speaks at all. His only contribution to conversation is 
the circular, interminable song he sometimes chants: "It was the beginning and the end 
of his song. It was the endless end, over and over again" (CQ 160). This is a song that 
does not mean anything, language finally reduced to the level of noise, of sound. It also 
illustrates Davies's narrative situation, as is explained by Mr Askew the gunner: "He's 
the real bottom of he barrel, isn't he? I suppose he might hav e rose to be a lieutenant if 
he'd had luck or a shove up the bum from an admiral. But it don't matter to him now , 
does it? Not what he was or might have become . He's had it all and gone home, sir. H e 
don ' t hear us, isn't here" (CO 160). Davies's position is beyond the possibility of all 
narrative outcomes; he is constantly at sea, constantly in move ment, yet the movement 
is totally devoid of any narrative potential. Askew's central phrase ("gone home" ), as he 
explains to Talbot, is a metaphor: 

He's gone home, like I said. The likes of me, well we' re as hard as the ship's 
bitts never having kn own what it is to have parents and all that gear. But 
Martin [Davies], you see, he could remember his parent s so he has in a 
manner of speaking a home to go home to, I don't really m ean go home but 
when he's like this it' s the same really. 

(CQ 161) 

Davies is the embodiment of the essential homele ssness that the voyage is; 
homelessness is a condition that is invariably a deprivati on, experienced only by those 
who have had something that can be called a home; Askew has always inhabited, mad e 
his home in this homelessness that being at sea turns out to be, but Talbot, like Davi es, 

signs. If Mr Jones, the usurerwho is feared by all is considered to be the centre of the linguistic univer se of 
.the trilogy, his language, th e language onginati,ig with him, is language as tota l (one could say unalloyed) 
usure. Fo r a discu ssion of the metaphorical relationships between linguistic and moneta ry circulation, usage 
and usure, see Derrida , "White Mytho logy: Metaphor in the Text of Philoso ph y" in Margins of Philosop&y, 
trans . J\lan Bass (Herne! H emp stead: Harvester W'heatsheaf, 1982) p. 209-18 . 
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experiences it as a deprivation, a radically new condition of existence. His moment of 
homelessness (or the moment when the voyage is revealed as homelessness) comes 
after Wheeler's suicide, the act that renders his (and Colley's) hutch temporarily 
inhabitable: "It now came to me that I was homeless! What still puzzles me is that I felt 
this strange 'homelessness' more than anything else and had some difficulty in 
restraining my tears" (CQ 264). We have seen that this homelessness is defined in th e 
no vel as a largely linguistic predicament, a state of wrenching and alienation, a 
condition in which langua ge, instead of making the world safely habitable , become s 
"unhomely," "uncanny." J. Hillis Miller finds an inevitable general analogy between 
bein g at sea and linguistic homelessness: 

The state of homeless drifting [in a novel's topograph y] would correspond to 
an uprooted condition of language. In such a condition , the reference of each 
word is only anoth er word, the meaning of that word yet another word, and 
so on. Language moves from word to word in a perpetual drifting, never 
being pinned down to anything outside language. 5 

Miller's analogy is appropriate inasmuch as the narrative indirectnes s ( or lack 
ui u.uection) reflects a linguistic indirection (but, at least in Golding's novel, without the 
oppressive sense of lingui stic claustrophobia); it would seem that, narratively , 
homelessness means the impossibility of arrival. \½en the narrative loses the sense of 
heading towards an arrival, the chain of meaning working on the microlevels of the text 
is also likely to suffer from the same indirection. 1\lso, in Golding's novel, there is 
another, pervasive sense of verbal indirection: the metap hor of translation preside s 
over the text (the address ee of the first part of the journal, the linguistic authority 
reigning over the world, is Talbot' s godfather, the famous translator); words and 
senten ces a.:e misunderstood , messages misdirected , the entire "structure of address" 6 

is affected and deflected . Colley's text, for instance , is originally a letter addressed to his 
sister, but he dies before he could decide whether to send it or not (he himself has 
doubts about the proprie ty o f doing so); the manuscript is snatched from the dead 
man's hutch by Talbot who reads it (becoming the text's first unintended addresse e). 
H e makes the Marlovean decision of not offending the sensibility of a woman with the 

5 J. Hillis Miller, Topographies (Stanfo rd : Stanford University Pres s, 1995) p. 11 
6 Stephen Connor, The English No11el in T-listnry 1950- 1995 (London : Routledge, 1996) p. 158. Co nn or's 
excellent reading of Rites of Passage is centred around instance s o f the "unreliabl e semantic passage of 
meaning" (p. 156) and the cons tant threat of" deflected destination" (p. 157). 
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contents of the text and pastes it into his own journal that is also a letter. Colley's letter, 
thus, ends up as part of a missive to someone he had never met. Besides, the godfather 
is dead by the time the journal could reach him, so Talbot finds himself in the 
interesting position of facilitating the passage of a text from one dead person to 
another. The letter's "home" is not its destination, arrival, but its deflection, its moment 
or process of passage, that is, Talbot's text itself. 

This linguistic homelessness involves another sense of "indirection" or rather 
indirectness : the sea is the place where the passage from signifier to signified is not a 
direct line. Naming is not direct, literal, but improper, indirect, figurative. We shall see 
the reasons for this in the figurative logic of the trilogy, but the text offers a narrative 
metaphor as well: when Summers instructs Talbot about the "advised course for a ship 
between one point and another" (CQ 173), he tells him that ships normally do not 
"take the direct route" (174). Nor do words and names: the linguistic world of the 
trilogy is a world of figures (metaphors, translations , carry-overs), a world where the 
border between the literal and the figurative is dissolved in a general sense of 
indirectness and indirection. The sea is a place where, for instance, and this is another 
symptom of the general "mobility" of language , dead metaphors are unexpectedl y 
resuscitated - as Talbot realises in a memorable metalinguistic passage that once again 
connects the movement of the ship and the movement of meaning . Early in Close 
Quarters, the ship is lamed by an accident : it is "taken aback" by a sudden change in the 
direction of the wind. Talbot, familiar only with the figurative (that is, for him, literal) 
meaning of the phrase, is fascinated by the linguistic implications of the occurrence: 

\'\'hat a language is ours, how diver se, how direct in indirection, how 
completely, and, as it were, unconsciously metaphorical! I was reminded of 
my years of turning English ver se into Latin or Greek and the necessity of 
finding some plain statement which would convey the sense of what the 
English poet had wrapped in the brilliant obscuration of figures! 

(CQ 25) 

The passage is organised around three dichotomie s: that of dead and alive, 
direct and indirect, illumination and occlusion (the latter two oppositions rhetorically 
subverted in oxymorons). Talbot realises that an expression which he has been usin g 
automatically as literal, direct, is in fact a metaphorical ( catachretical ) borrowin g from , 
of all things, Tarpaulin. Talbot discovers a dead metaphor in his own language by 
commg across the same phrase as a literal expr ession (the earlier form of "taken 
aback," thu s, is not a live metap hor but a literal expression). Discoverin g a "dead 
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metaphor," or identifying an innocuous phrase as a dead (already powerless) metaphor 
thus paradoxically but automatically entails the resuscitating of the phrase, or rather the 
returning of it to the moment of/before its "death"; the phrase can now be seen as 
dead, something that is not possible in the case of non-metaphorical, direct, proper 
linguistic units . It is the metaphor of death that introduces the po ssibility of a, perhaps 
past, life for a piece of language, and, consequently, of the personification of language: 
the diagnosis of (metaphorical) death is the, as it were, posthumous bestowal of 
(metaphorical) life. It is via a metaphor ("dead") that the possibility of personifying 
(certain bits of) languag e is born (identifying a metaphor as dead implies that it had 
once been alive, that is, it has gone through the process of dying which is the 
prerogative of living things), and this creates the possibility for the extension of the 
death-life figurativity which dominates the passage: metaphor (carrying-over), because 
of its implication in the figurative logic of death and life, put s Talbot in mind of 
translation (carrying-over), from a live to a dead language. Dead languages are defined 
as languages of directness ("plain statements"), languages devoid of the possibility, not 
of metaphoricity, but of this experience of resuscitation. "Now here was metaphor 
come across at its origin" (25). What he is talking about, then, is not just the rebirth but 
the birth (origin) of metaphors - and this is what is really deni ed to dead languages. 
Dead languages lack their "seas" and "Tarpaulins," places, or times, as it were, before 
the forking of the literal and the figurative, the proper and the metaphorical. The sea 
(Tarpaulin) is not really the place wh ere dead metaphors are still alive, but the place 
where words still contain the potentiality of being transform ed into metaphors. 
Tarpaulin, then, is not an earlier state of language, a lost semantic and referential utopia 
of unequivocalness, 7 but a place where language reveals a "sec ret life" largely 

7 McCarron suggests that Tarpaulin is, even if not a "language of unequivocal relationships," with no scope 
for ambi guity and duplicity, "consi derably less amenable to ambiguity than any othe r form of discours e 
within the novels" (p. 83). It is obv ious, however, that Tarpaulin is itself rich in dead me taphors and 
catachre scs ("shoe," "heel," "petticoa ts" etc .), and that the seamen' s language is full of figurative 
expression s (e.g. Tomm y Ta ylor [ROP 39], Mr ,\ skew [ROP 79], ;-,1r Gibbs [ROP 81]). Tarpaulin cannot 
feature as a referential ut opia that is "stripped of all symbolic ambiguity becau se it has to serv e a specific 
practical end" Qacques Berthoud, "Introdu ction" to The Nigg,:r o/ 'Narcisms', Oxfor d: Oxford University 
Pres s, 1995, p . xxiv), as a "tec hnical language" that is "an instrnm ent wrought into perfection by ages of 
experience ." (Joseph Conrad, The Afirror o/ the Sea and A Personal Record, Oxford : Oxfor J Univer sity Pr ess, 
1996, p. 13. Calling langu age an "instrnment " cou lJ be the first step in a Heideggerian readin g of the 
process whereby language becomes an ann oyingly noticeabl e, alien, uncanny "thing" during the voyage.) 
Tarpaulin is, rather, an ultim ately subversiv e marine supplement of mainland English, a "foreign language " 
that, how ever, is revealed to always have been inside "plain" English, as its constantl y resurfacin g condition. 
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independent of its users . This discovery is an essential part of Talbot's linguistic 
"homelessness," which is, after all, not entirely oppressive and claustrophobic, but has 
much in it of the necessary "achieved" homelessness of an existentialist sdf-discovery. 

In Rites of Passage, Talbot attempts to overcome his sense of homelessness by 
inserting between himself and the alien world of the ship Falconer's marine dictionary 
- not realising that thereby the sense of homelessness is not diminished but increased, 
that the essential sense of homelessness is the contagious presence of the logic of 
dictionaries: words have to be explained by other words that in turn require an 
explanation, and so on until all the words are caught up in the chain that blurs the 
distinction between language and metalanguage. Doctor Johnson was very much aware 
of the lexicographer's plight:: "And such is the fate of hapless lexicography, that not 
only darkness, but light, impedes and distresses it." 8 

I saw that one CntJtiiry only gave occasion to another, that book referred to 
book, that to search was not always to find, and to find was not always to be 
informed; and thus to pursue perfection, was, like the first inhabitants of 
Arcadia, to chase the sun, which, when they had reached the hill where he 
seemed to rest, was still beheld at the same distance from.9 

Doctor Johnson's parable of the lexicographer is curiously like Hillis Miller's 
story of man in search of meaning in a drifting world, let alone narratives of the 
transcendental signified and the endlessly floating or slipping signifier. Besides all this, 
its central metaphor ("chasing the sun") offers a picturesque parable of the figurative 
structure that dominates Golding's trilogy: the cluster of figures involving the 
luminaries of the narrated world. One could say that the world of a narrative is 
' ~stablished" when the stable centre, the light-giving still point of the world is 
"named," when the source of the light that will illuminate the world is positioned. It is 
this scene that I shall read now - a scene that is, incidentally, marked by the silent 
presence of the ancient midshipman, the figure of homelessness. 

8 Samuel Johnson, "Preface to the English Dictionaty," Prose and Poetry, ed. Mona Wilson (London: Rupert 
hart-Davis, 1950) p. 310. 
9 Samuel Johnson, p.317 
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SHOOTING THE SUN 

When, early in the first volume, Edmund Talbot is taken on a tour of the ship that is 
his abode during the voyage to the antipodes, he jestingly asks his guide, midshipman 
Willis, to give an account of his knowledge. Fired by what seems to be naive pride, 
\Villis enumerates all his nautical skills, adding that he also knows how "to shoot the 
sun" (ROP 35). As is his habit, Talbot begins to twist and turn the sentences of his 
rather simple interlocutor, not forgetting to involve and revitalise Willis' unconsciously 
used metaphorical phrase: "But what is the composition of the powder that enables 
you to shoot the sun and should you not be careful lest you damage the source of light 
and put the day out?" (35). What Talbot does here is a simple literalisation of a 
figurative expression; he knows what the expression means, thus this rhetorical flourish 
- as is so often the case in the first volume - is a way of asserting his (verbal) authority 
by involving a nautical technical term in his self-conscious punning. When Willis tells 
him that shooting the sun, that is, taking an observation ( establishing the position of 
the ship with a sextant) is an activity that is repeated by several officers on each 
occasion, Talbot elaborates his conceit: "I see. You do not merely shoot the sun. You 
subject him to a British Broadside! I shall watch with interest and perhaps take a hand 
in shooting the sun too as we roll round him" (36). 111 The end of the above sentence 
triggers off the second stage of involving the sun in a play of metaphors: ''You could 
not do that, sir - answers \Villis. - We wait here for the sun to climb up the sky and we 
measure the angle when it is greatest and take the time too" (36). In his reply, Talbot 
invokes the authority of Galileo, Copernicus, and Kepler, claiming that the sun's 
trajectory is only an apparent movement, but the young midshipman sticks to his 
version: "Sir, I do not know how the sun may behave among those gentleman ashore 
but I know that he climbs up the sky in the Royal Navy" (37). 

10 One of the participants of the ritual is midshipman Davies, who, however, cannot read his sextant - he is 
unable to shoot the sun. After the ceremony, Talbot sees him descend into the underworld of the ship, 
"going away with a slow and broken motion for all the world like a stage apparition returning to the tomb" 
(ROP 39). The metaphorical link that connects Davies to the sun and to death at the same time is 
strengthened in a later remark: "in bright sunlight [Davies] looks more decayed than ever" (ROP 104). This 
metaphorical linkage is one of those instances of semantic residue or excess (\v11ecler's case will be 
discussed in some detail later) that constitute an irreducible block for any systematic interpretation of the 
trilogy. 
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Th e episode is a typical example of Talbot 's verbal behaviour (he also baffle s 
Willis by quoting some ancient Greek and by one of those fanciful metaphors that 
invariably prove to be stumbling block s in his conversations with the seamen - 34, 36): 
his self-conscious punning and figurin g is one of the ways of asserting his abso lute 
supe riori ty over his interlocut ors by demonstrating his erudition and wit. On the other 
hand, som ething m ore is at stake in this conversation; the scene with \X!illis is 
important in establi shing th e wo rld ("world") of the trilogy. Why is the sun introduced 
in this way? What is the sun in this ep isode - and in the nar rated world? These 
questions are all the more imp ortant since Rites of Pas.rage is, as it were, presided ov er by 
the sun: Colley 's final humiliation that leads to his eventual death takes plac e "u nder 
our vertic al sun" (ROP 105), Co lley's journa l is full of references to the awfulness and 
majesty of the sun, and Talb ot's closin g remark definitively locate s the nar rated world 
under the aegis of the two luminaries: "\'(/jth lack of sleep and too much und erstan ding 
I grow a little crazy, I think , like all men at sea who live too close to each o ther and too 
close ther eby to all that is monstro us under the sun and moon" (ROP 278). 

The first no teworth y thing in this conte xt is that the sun is intro duc ed into the 
world of the novel as the "sun, " that is, as a word rather than its refe renr: "sun" is a 
central word, not only becau se it name s the central object of what was then the 
universe, but also because it may be ·viewed as a kind of refere ntial utopia, as a master-
wor d, the exemplary stable plac e in language , a place that is dev oid of ambiguity and 
unequivocalness, "whose ref erent ha s the originality of always bein g original, at least in 
the repres enta tion we give of it. There is only one sun in thi s system. Th e prop er nam e, 
here, is the nonm etap horic al prime mover of metaphor, the father of all figures. 
Everything turns arou nd it, everyt hing turns toward it."ll It is inter esting , th erefor e, to 
see (althou gh seeing is perhaps not the right word here) what happens to the "su n" in a 
novelistic wor ld that is so emphatically "under" it, exposed to its ( or "his" ) rays. First 
of all, thi s piece of perfect literaln ess and univocity that the "sun " is begins by being 
enta ngled in a metaphor - what is mor e, a metaph or that thre atens this stable sou rce of 
light, Logos and meaning with extincti on. The sun makes its first appearance only to be 
shot - and this is a striking metaph or; although \X!illis claims that even landlub ber s 
know wha t the expr ession means, he means landlubbers of the early 19th centur y: if the 
metaphor appea red to be dead for Talb ot, it is, I think, very much alive for us . The sun 
is not really part of the metaphor (the metaphorical word is "to shoot" which means 
"to take aim at som eth ing with an inst rume nt"), but it is entang led in it: if it (he) can be 
metaphorically shot, than it (he) becomes part of a metaphorical chain involving 

11 Derri da, p. 243. 
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objects and creatures that can be shot (a bottle, a bird - like the albatross -, or a human 
being). The sun thus finds itself in an analogical relation with a number of other items; 
that is, it cannot evade the fate of all such terms, that of being caught up in a 
metaphorical relation, where "everything begins to function no longer as a sun, but as a 
star." The name of the sun "is no longer the proper name of a unique thing which 
metaphor would overtake,"12 but an at least partly "improper" (figurative) name already 
caught up in the play of metaphor. 

The introduction of the sun, then, establishes the world of the novel as an 
emphatically verbal, linguistic universe where even the central object of this world is a 
word, and then, by involving this ,vord in a metaphor before it could appear as a 
proper name, institutes this universe as a world of unstable, metaphorical chains and 
slippings. The second metaphor that invoh·es the sun ("the sun climbs") goes one step 
further: it is not just that the metaphor (error) is not recognised as such by \'villis, but 
also that its semantic aspect recalls .\ristotle's arguments (and Talbot remains a staunch 
Aristotelian up to the n1iddle of the second volume, and probably throughout) about 
the "impropriety" of the name of the sun. 

He who has stated that it is a property of the sun to be "the brightest star that 
moves above the earth" has employed in the property something of a kind 
which is comprehensible only by sensation, namelr "moving above the earth"; 
and so the properly of the sun would not have been correctly assigned, for it 
will not be manifest, when the sun sets, whether it is still moving above the 
earth, because sensation then fails us_ll 

"Literal naming - claims J. Hillis J\Iiller - is possible only of things which are 
open to the senses, phenornenologically perceptible, especially available to eyesight" 14: 

and the sun cannot fulfil this criterion for two reasons: first, we cannot see its celestial 
movement in its entirety, therefore part of the name we give it will be based on 
conjecture and not on perception; and second, because we cannot, strictly speaking, 
look at the sun. E,·en though it provides the possibility of seeing, by looking at it one 
would see nothing or be blinded. 15 "The sun is not one of those things we encounter, 
sec, and know 'under the sun.' The 'sun' can therefore only be named in figure, veiled 
or misted in metaphor, covered by a word or ,vords which serve as a protection against 

12 Dcrrida, p. 243 
1
' (Juotcd in J. ! I ill is Miller. 'fhl' L1-,1gw.1!ir 11Iome11/ (l'rinccton- Princeton Lnt,cr,it ,· Press. 1985) p. 4:20 

14 \!illcr, (I krnel I lernp,tcad: I brn·stcr \\11cat,hc·af. r· '.217 
l',-rt,mn,,rn·,•1p 217. 
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the danger of blinding ... Any name for the 'sun' is a kind of blank space in the 
syntax." 16 The first metaphor, thus, implies that the 'sun,' instead of standing supremely 
apart from the essential figurativity of language, is inevitably caught up in its 
metaphorical processes, whereas the second goes much further and identifies the 'sun' 
as the paradigmatic case of a name that is always already metaphorical: if the sun is the 
basis of the world in the sense that it makes possible vision, knowledge and truth, this 
basis is already the exemplary case of figurativity, verbal "impropriety." The 'sun', then, 
is a strange word, pulled apart by the fact that it is exemplary in two opposing senses: 

The trajectory of the sun, its rising and setting, its alternate visibility and 
invisibility, has been since before Aristotle a paradigm, perhaps the most basic 
paradigm, both for truth, aletheia in its veiling and unveilin g, and for metaphor 
in its covert dependence on catachresis, the figurative naming of that which 
has no literal name. 17 

Golding's trilogy is, among other things, a novel about tropes - about the 
tropological, figurative nature of the way we make sense of the world. It is the sun that 
makes this world visible, and the sun itself is made invisible by the text; the sun, this sun, 
defines the visibility of the metaphors in the narrated world, in two senses: if all 
metaphors (and tropes) are heliotropes (as Derrida and Miller think they are), 18 this 
means two things: the founding metaphor of the world is the sun-metaphor (metaphor 
of the sun), "the turning movement of the sun," 19 which is a meta-trope, likening the 
passage of meaning implied in a metaphorical transfer to the turning of the sun, and 
every metaphor (passage, translation) of the novelistic world is somehow illuminated, 
inseminated by the sun, and turns toward the sun (heliotropes) like the "climbing 
plants" (ROP, p. 159) in Captain Anderson's private paradise . The sun, this tutelary and . 
originary source of light in the novel, disseminates its light in a world which, in order to 
be visible, has to be metaphorical. "Shooting the sun" means, in the context of the 
trilogy, "making the sun invisible," "returning the sun to its original invisibili ty," 
acknowledging the originary invi sibility (and therefore figurativity) of the source of light 
and truth: "each time there is sun, metaphor has begun." 20 

ir, Miller, Tropes, Parables, Performatives, p. 217. 
17 Miller, The Linguistic Moment, p. 141. 
18 See Derrida, p. 251 and Miller, The LinluiJtic Moment, p. 142. 
19 Derrida, p. 251. 
20 Derrida, p. 251. 
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The episode that features the two heliotropic metaphors goes on to describe 
the actual ceremony of "shooting the sun" when it has "climbed" to its greatest height. 
As can be expected, Talbot is granted a memorable insight, enlightenment, illumination 
in the light of the invisible sun: watching the solemn proceedings and the awestruck 
spectators (the "common" emigrants who live in the fore part of the ship, who, unlike 
clever Talbot, do not understand what is going on), he sees "such concepts as 'duty,' 
'privilege,' 'authority' in a new light . They moved out of books, out of the schoolroom 
and university into the broader scenes of daily life" (ROP 38). His insight (revelation) is 
twofold, and doubly figurati ve, as it should indeed be in the light of this sun. On the 
one hand, he sees the common sailors and passengers as characters in a personification 
allegory, but in an oblique way: the abstract categories ("duty," "privilege" and 
"authority") belong to him not to them; they are his duty, and it is insights like this one 
that grant him the "privilege" and "authority" over them. On the other hand, and this 
is a different figurative readin g of the same scene, this is the first event that is called 
"r ite" (37) by him - the ritual of shooting, instead of, say, propitiating, the sun. The 
rite is performed by the officers and watched by the simple folks as if they were 
attending "a religious service" (38). "You might be inclined to think as I did that the 
glittering instruments were their Mumbo Jumbo. Indeed, Mr Davies's ignorance and 
Mr Taylor's defective instrument were feet of clay; but I felt they might have a 
justifiable faith in some of the older officers!" (38). This scene of solar revelation is 
paradigmatic for another reason. It could be argued that Talbot is trying to occupy or 
usurp here what he considers to be the position of the sun: he is watching the 
ceremony as well as the spectators, himself wrapped in the sublime outside-ness of his 
immobility. He is the source of light (e.g. knowledge about the source of light) and 
rev eals the truth of the world narrated by him, always standing apart, trying to keep a 
distance that is solar in its absoluteness. This is how he behaves in connectio.n with 
Colley's ordeal, careful not to be caught up in the dangerous , infectious metaphorical 
slippings of that story. His first encounter with Colley is a little parable of his later 
(verbal) attitude: poor seasick Colley stumbles into Talbot and "befouls" his oilskins, 
but "a heave, shudder and convenient spout of mixed rain and sea cleaned him ojJ me" 
(ROP 16; italics mine). 

The fact that he is inextricably involved in, to some extent even responsibl e for 
what happens to the clergyman is indicated, among other things, by the rhetorical 
develop ments in Close Quarters where Talbot is caught up in the metaphorical slippages 
of the world, becoming Colley in man y ways (this is an example of how the moral issue s 
raised by the novel are inextricably involved in the verbal and metalinguistic process es). 
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Perhaps it is not too fanciful to suggest that Talbot the narrator starts out as king Sol, 
the sun that is a proper name for a motionless source of light - that is, Talbot ignores 
the narrative, linguistic, social and moral consequences of the Copernican turn he 
himself invokes; besides, by entangling the 'sun' in a metaphorical play before it could 
become a proper name, Talbot actually undermines his own narrative position, because 
he continues to use language as if it were under the tutelage of sun as the exemplary 
proper name; if he is a sun (that is, perhaps, why he is so eager to participate in 
shooting his rival), he is the 'sun' that he himself involves in the slippery world 
"below," even if he remains blissfully unaware of this. We could probably suggest that 
Talbot ends as a lunar storyteller, aware that telling a story is not the revelation of truth 
but the transmutation of the world. All this, of course, cannot be "true" properly 
speaking, partly because of the way truth (the light of truth) is conceived of in the 
narrated world, and partly because this conception implies an altogether too neat 
narrative of development. 

The sun plays a central role in Robert Colley's narrative as well, and its (his) 
configuration illustrates the differences between their (Talbot's and Colley's, that is) 
tropes and use of language generally. Colley's first mention of the sun - in the course 
of his jubilant description of the "oceanic paradise" - is also a figure: "The sunlight is 
warm and like a natural benediction" (ROP 187). The metaphor implied here identifies 
the sun as the one who grants the benediction of light, the source and giver of light, 
and this idea is elaborated in a later passage: "the sun lays such a lively hand on us! \'v'e 
must beware of him lest he strike us down! I am conscious even as I sit here at my desk 
of a warmness about my checks that has been occasioned by his rays!" (189). This is an 
elaborate figure, too, but very different from Talbot's: the personified sun appears as an 
agent (representative both in a political and a semiotic sense) of divine power (love and 
wrath), an actor in the spiritual ordeal into which Colley has imaginatively transformed 
the voyage. The semiotic relationship that Colley is concerned with is not the one 
between the sun and 'sun,' but that between the sun "itself'' and whatever it "stands 
for." The sun is no longer a metaphor but a symbol (in the Romantic sense of the 
term), 21 partaking of what it represents. Even when he refers to the sun allegorically 

21 Their respective uses of the 'sun' could be seen as part of a more general opposition: much has been 
made of the differences between Talbot's and Colley's diction by a number of critics who ha\"e identified 
Talbot as an :\ugustan and Colle\' as a lZomantic (see J. H. Stape," 'Fiction in the \X'ild, ,\lodern \fanner'· 
:'vletanarrative Gesture in \villiam Colding's To !he End o/!he Ear!h Trilogy," Twe11!ie!h Cl'!l!!tl)' Litm1!//rc 38.2, 
Summer 1992, p. 213; Connor p 154; l\larita Nadal, "William Golding's Rites of \ \Vorld in 
Transition," in Susana Onega, ed., S!ories: anum•1c?,>ro l listmy. I L1!em!urc [ \msrcrdam -
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("king Sol had exerted his full sway" - 225), the celestial orb remains a symbolic 
representative (part) of the disseminated divine presence. Colley's world is a signifying 
universe, where everything is a potential figure of God's grandeur or mercy; everything 
has a spiritual significance, which, however, being by definition unnameable, can only 
be reached through figurative language. This is not a self-conscious use of figures, but 
one that is charged with and enforced by an existential and epistemological stake. For 
Talbot, figures are not catachretic: they do not illuminate new, otherwise unreachable 
aspects of existence, but simply provide different, fanciful and ingenious ways of saying 
or naming things that actually have a proper name; for Colley, figures are an extension 
of language into regions that would otherwise remain unaddressable. There is one more 
difference: Colley simply cannot afford to relegate ( degrade, "sink") the sun to a 
figurative level in the way Talbot does. One does not even have to look at the sun to 
suffer: it is enough to face the sun, and to give it a face (the meaning of prosopopeia) to 
be defaced by it, as Colley realises when he examines his "sun-scorched skin" (ROP 225) 
in the mirror. 

The sacrificial ritual, in the course of which Colley is degraded by being once 
again defaced 01is face is smeared with ordure and urine - 237) takes place under the 
aegis of the sun and the moon. 

Our huge ship was motionless and her sails still hung down. On her right 
hand the red sun was setting and on her left the full moon was rising, the one 
directly across from the other. The two vast luminaries seemed to stare at 
each other and each to modify the other's light. Here plainly to be seen 
were the very scales of GOD. 

(ROP 233) 

Colley's symbolic sacrificial death (the defacing ritual) is preceded by this 
apocalyptic moment of stillness and cosmic equilibrium, but the actual event takes 
place when the scales have already tilted, "the double light faded and we were wrought 
of ivory and ebony by the moon" (ROP 233). This striking and beautiful figure might 
suggest a change in the configuration of the narrated world, the moment when the sun 
begins to surrender its supremacy to the secondary luminary; there is indeed such a 
change, but in Rites of Passage, the sun reasserts its supremacy in the episode of Colley's 

Atlanta, Rodopi, 1995J, pp. 89-96. It should be noted that Nadal borrows most of her insights from Philip 
Redpath, iVi!!iam Golding: A Stmdttra! Reading o/1 li.r Fiction [London: Vision Press - Totowa, NJ: Barnes and 
Noble, 1986].) 
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total self-degradation (as we have seen, the closing sentenc e places the narrated world 
under the double authority of the sun and the moon). 

LUMINARIES 

The sun and the moon create th e conditions of visibility, which in turn establish the 
figurative setup of the ship' s world, the figurative, tropological (helio- or lunotropic ) 
proc esses whereby meanin g is sought, created and generally speaking illuminated. Truth 
(the kind of truth that can be revealed under this particul ar sun) is revealed und er, in 
the light of, the sun and the moon, and the trilogy seems to have a particular rhythm 
whereby one or the other of the se sources of light (that is, metaphorical authority ) 
presides over this or that stretch o f the voyage. I would call Rites qf Passage a decidedly 
solar text with just one episode, the crucial one of the sacrifice dominated by the moon; 
in th e rest of the trilogy, however, visibility as such becomes problematic. The sun is 
largely absent from Close Quarters, apart from two brief metap horica l appearances as the 
'sun ': th ere is the little "pri, rate sun " (CO 114) shinin g on Talbot and i\iiss Chumle y, 
and the 'sun' appearing in Lieutenant Bem'.:t's fanciful simile: the future , he says, 
belongs to poetry and poetry properly belongs to wo men, who, when the y finally 
understand this, "will rise in splend our like the sun!" (CQ 206) . In the absence of th e 
sun, the second volume is dominated by the difficulties of visibility, especially by mist 
(and by signal flares [49-50] and lant erns, artificial substitu tes for the 'natural' sour ces 
of light),22 Talbot feels strange "in our universe which the mist reduced to no more 
than a portion of our ship" (CQ 29); the two ships are "wrapped now in a humid mist 

22 Th e source of light that , in a sense, defin es or illuminate s the world of the two becalmed ships is the 
metaphori cal lightning that strikes Ta lbot and his worl d when Miss Chum ley appears on the scene. "T he 
lightn ing that st ruck the top of the mizzenmast ran down, and melted the conductor into white hot drop s. 
The mast split and funders shot every way into the mist. The deckh ead bur st open and the electri cal fluid 
destroyed me . It surrounded the girl wh o stood before me with a white line of light" (C:Q 87). The light 
here is like the sun, in that it reveals the wo rld (the "white line of light" prov ides a condition of absolut e 
visibility as regards Marion) and des troys whoever is exposed to it (by surro undin g the girl it make s her 
another sun, impossible to look at without the risk of being blinded and destro yed). The "white hot drop s" 
evoke the story o f Danae, further confusing the "direction" of th e lightning: it enters Talbot, fcmi111sing 
him, and is also dire cted at t\farion , who , howeve r, being a rival lumina ry, is not destro yed but made more 
powerful , more visible by this absorbed light . Tl1e light of the lightning is also like the moon in that it is a 
sub stance that tran smute s whatever is immer sed in it, in that it is a light that is fire and lit1uid at the same 
time. 
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that seemed to invade my intellect as much as it drifted across our decks" (CQ 74; see 
also 122). Like the sun, the moon makes two, equally metaphorical, appearances. It is 
first mentioned by Benet, this thoroughly lunar figure, in a fanciful simile, when he 
likens the hogging and sagging of the ship's wood to the waxing and waning of he 
moon ("I have sometimes had the fancy that the moon is a ship with all her timbers a-
creak, hogging, sagging, rolling, pitching" - CQ 181), and reappears in Talbot's poetic 
effort as he tries to emulate the inspired poetic madness of Romeo and Juliet ("Brighter 
than moonlight, wandering maid" - CQ 215). The moon is also present in a diffused, 
general way, as madness, the lunary that gradually overcomes all the inhabitants of the 
ship (Talbot is delirious for most of the novel, and when he recovers, Mr Smiles 
suggests that everybody else is mad [191]; the ship is pervaded by a communal hysteria, 
an "idiotic decline into phantasy" [220] and a "hysterical, mad hilarity" [271]): and a 
ship of fools or lunatics is naturally presided over by the moon. 

By the time of Fire Down Below, the moon seems to have established its (her) 
sway over the ship: apart from a brief glimpse of the setting sun (FDB 122-3), visibility 
is provided by its reflected light: Talbot's nightly vigils with Summers, for instance, take 
place on the "moon-drenched" desk (FDB 60, see also 52, 128, 157, 229). One would 
be tempted to say that the reign of the moon reflects (it cannot but reflect) a change in 
the verbal universe of the trilogy, and in a way this is probably a justifiable surmise. The 
masculine sun, no matter how deceptive, is still a gravitational centre that makes all 
other words and tropes heliotropes - and this is true even if the centre undermines 
the very world that it illuminates. The sun, when looked at, blinds and damages (as it 
defaces Colley); when, however, it is the invisible source of the light by which the world 
is examined, it reveals the objects of the world. The moon is not a central celestial 
body: if it figuratively dominates a world, that particular world is an unstable, 
wandering half-world that is always on the mon. 23 Moonlight does not physically 
damage: it is a light that does not imply the concept of fire (in the concluding volume, 
the fire is not up there, but "down below"). A world illuminated by the moon is not a 
world that is revealed; moonlight does not tear away the mist that hinders visibility, it is 
itself a light that is also a mist, a veil, an almost tangible substance. "Before me the pool 
of the waist was full of light to be waded through. I went out, and as I turned to go up 
the ladders the waxing moon blazed in my face" (FDB 83); "this moonlight - one could 
bathe in it - swim in it" (PDB 88; see also 94). Moonlight docs not reveal but 
transform: in the context of the linguistic universe of the trilogy, it does not administer 

23 It is also, like moonlit Patusan in Lordfim, a reflected, second-hand, e-·en ghost!, · world. its revelations 
born in and illuminated bv a borrowed light. 
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or assist the metaphorical work of language, bur performs it - as is obvious from Colley's 
sentence quoted above: "the double light faded and we were wrought of ivory and ebon y 
by the mo on" (ROP 233; my italics). If sunlight reveals a face, moonli ght does what we 
do: it gives another face (Deverel and Cum bershum are wearing anoth er face, that is, 
ma sks, durin g the ritual; durin g the night watch, Summer s "wore a mask qfmoon!i__~ht as I 
suppose I did" - FDB 90 [my italics]), transform s faces: ''You know, howev er long I 
live I shall remember the middle watch " - Talb ot says to Summ ers in a sentimental 
moo d -. "I shall think of it as a kind of - island - out o f thi s wo rld - made of 
moonlight - a time for confid ences wh en men can say to a - transmuted face what they 
would nev er bring out in th e daytime" (FDB 94). The m oo n is th e metaphor-maker, 
the translator, and her supremacy seem s to be so strong that, since the positi on of the 
ship cann ot be taken now with referenc e to the sun (the chronometers are not working 
properl y), Benet's metho d that is somehow conn ected to "lunar distance" (FDB 24) is 
bein g considered . The ascendanc y of the moon (one should, but could not say that the 
sun is totally eclipsed by it) is confirm ed when its power of transformation ha s affected 
even the originary source of light: "a faint haz e reduced the sun to a whit e roundel 
much like the full moo n" (FDB 106). 

In Fire Down Below, visibility as such seems to be affected and injured. It is not 
just that moonligh t transform s instead of revealin g, but also that the sourc e of light 
itself seems to disappear ; there is no point (stable or mo ving) that has the pri vilege of 
illuminatin g the oth ers, of provi ding the light by which every thin g else is then mad e 
visible. On e such, apparently sourccless light is the ind escribable , "unearthly storm 
light" (FDB 138, 175) which seems to rise from the darkn ess of th e storm, subvertin g 
the very opposition between light and its opp osite in terms of the possibilities of 
visibility: "I had a shadow. But this wa s not the absence or diminuti on of light, it was 
the absence of mist, of rain , of spray" (FDB 133), that is, the obstacles of visibility 
seem to usurp the role of light and cast a shadow by their absen ce. Anoth er typical 
pa ssage describes Talbo t's dream in which he finds hims elf in "a place lit by a savage 
light" (FDB 62) of which th e only thing that can be said with any certainty is that it is 
not still ("it leapt and sank, again and again" - l-'LJB 62). The luminary confusion is 
indicated by the fact that T albot mistakes the gleam (ominous in ternal light ) of th e 
iceb erg for daylight; the typical "lumina ry" of thi s part of the narrati ve (perhaps of the 
entire narrati ve) is the ice: "the ice glimmered little more than the sails in some stran ge 
light which , now the moon had set, seeme d to have no source which was iden tifiable " 
(FDB 231). 
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The sun, how ever, doe s not totally disappear from Fire Down Below; it, or 
something like it make s a spectacular metaphysical comeback when the Platonic 
conception of the world is propagated by Mr Prettiman, in a scene that is crucial in that 
it also repre sents or embodies a possible conclusion for Talbot's life narra tive. 

The introduction o f the Platonic theme is preceded by a con versation about 
the art of "ce lestial navigation " (f'l)B 88), a theme that is introduced by the ceremony 
of shootin g the sun and is much on Talbot's mind th ro ughout the trilo gy, especiall y in 
the closin g volume wh ere Summers's and Benet's clashing methods divide the ship's 
inhabitants into faction s. In the pres ent context, celestial navigati on is important as yet 
another kind of referential system involving the sun and the moon. In an earlier scene, 
Talbot remarks the strangeness of our turning the sky into a set of sign s: "Ho w 
awesom e to think that we actually us e all that up th ere - make use of the stars and refer 
to the sun as habituall y as to a signpost!" (FDB 90). What distur bs the oth erwise 
unreli gious and frivol ous Talbot is a sense of profani sation of the celestial bodie s by 
degradin g th em to the level o f empty signs that refer to nothing beyond themselves: the 
sun, when "used" in takin g observations, ceases to mean anything; in fact, by becoming 
a sign or a cipher it effaces itself: in a tru ly semiotic fashion, it become s a signifi er that 
does not signify anyt hing apart from its positi on in the chain or constellation of 
signifi ers. Its entry into the ceremony of observation is not a trace of the sacred, a 
seculari sed ritual of the ado ration of the sun, but an erasure of the sun . For Sum mers , 
the daily rituals have not effaced or abolished the transcendental repr esentativ eness of 
the sun ("No man can contemplate it \Vithout bein g put in mind of his Maker" - 90); 
for him, as for Colley, the sun is a symbo lic ( or indexical ) sign that refers to its creator. 
He even guote s the Psalms, and the conversation abo ut the celestial so urce s of light 
once again leads inevitably to issues of language and tru th: up on hearing the line from 
the psal ms, Ta lbot calls it a piece of poetry and goes on to ask: "Y et why should 
puttin g somet hing in to poetry mak e it truer than if it was in figures?" (90). He 
juxtap ose s poetry (poetic figure s) with mathematical figures, ambiguous language ,vith 
the paradigma tic realm of prop er names, absolute uneguivocalness, and, since by 
"talking about" the sublime poet ry partakes of its mysteriousness and sublimity, 
decides that truth (the power to rcn:al) prope rly belongs to "improper," that is, 
figurati ve language (he assur es Miss Chu mley alreadv in Close _Quarlci:r that he has 
changed side s and is now "an advocate of impropnet y" - CQ 101). 

The conversation with Mr Prettiman that eventuall y leads to the Platoruc 
theme 1s conce rned with the same juxtapos ition; from the discu ssion of the techniques 
of celestial navigation, Prettiman and Talbot shif t ro an exch ange o f Shake spearean 
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lines ("This majestical roof, fretted with go lden fire - " [Hamlet]; "the floor of heaven is 
thick inlaid with paten s of bright gold" [The Merchant of Venice]) "so as to" - as Mrs 
Prettim an remarks - "get the univ erse on a proper literary footing" (FDB 218). The 
words are interestingly chosen: th e two lines, traditional metaph ors of the nocturnal 
sky, avoid naming directly not only the sky itself but also the sources of light; tl1at is, 
they are improper namings of the sources of light that reveal the ob jects of the wor ld. 
Yet, this literary (figurative, improp er) footing is called "prop er" by Mrs Prettiman: 
metaph ors are more proper than proper names or mathematical figures in the sens e 
that the universe, as Talbot claims, "is more truly revealed by po etry than pro se!" (218). 
Once again, ilie discu ssion of the lumin aries and o f ilie langua ges we have of naming 
them ends up addressin g the issue of truth as revelation. The proper (true ) name s of 
the sources of light are metaphors: the world that is illuminated by their light is a world 
illuminat ed, revealed by figures; metaphors create and name the celestial bodi es in the 
light of which it is possible to distingui sh betw een proper and improper, literal and 
figurative . 

It is at this point (when the circle is once again short-circuited, when the nature 
of truth as revelation is defined by reference to the luminari es as metaph ors) that 
Prettim an brings up his Platonic conception of the world: 

Oh, look, boy, look! Can the whole be less than good? If it cannot - why, 
then good is what it must be! Can you not see the gesture, the evidence, the 
plain statement there , the mu sic - as they used to say, the cry, the absolut e! 
To live in conformity with that, each man to take it to him and open himself 
to it - I tell you, Ed mund , there is not a poor depraved criminal in the land 
toward which we are moving who could not , by lifting his head, gaze straight 
into the fire of that love, that x_a.pt<; of which we spo ke!" 

(FDB 218-8) 

l\t this point , the whole text (and the narrated world) arrives at its very limit, 
and it is not an accident that this pas sage, although without naming it, is "about" the 
central luminary of the world. In Pr ettiman's sentenc es, the text imagines the pos sibility 
of tran scen ding itself, of getting outside itself. Supposing that that the centr e of the 
world is the sun and that the centre of languag e is 'sun,' we have seen the kind of 
centre ilie sun is and the kind of world that is illuminated by it. The sun is a centre of 
the world as a metaph or, and thu s, instead of providing an example of stable, literal 
namin g in the light of which all the o ther names of the world could then be judged as 
to their truthfulness as revelative power, it casts fort!, trutl1 in this thoroughly linguistic 
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world as trope, figure. Proper naming is simply not possible in this world - partly 
because every word of this language is also potentially part of a metalanguage (the 
names of the luminaries are no exception: 'sun' names - figuratively - figure, and 
'moonlight' performs figuration). The possibility of looking at the sun would entail a 
radical reorganising of the whole universe: it would amount to the possibility of naming 
the sun, of establishing a proper name around which the whole world could be 
restructured and solidified; on the other hand, the sun that Prettiman clunks one can 
gaze into is not the sun as such but the Sun of Plato's parable, a metaphorical Sun that 
represents "the Form of the Good in whose light the truth is seen; it reveals the world, 
hitherto invisible, and is also a source of life." 24 If the text wants to transcend the limits 
of its textuality (the impossibility of proper naming, inevitable figurativity), it is bound 
to textualise the "world," to turn it into a place of figures. 

For Prettiman, the impossibility of looking at the sun is not due to its extreme 
brightness but to the presence of all those dungs (human figures, metaphors, names) 
that obstruct our vision: human constructions are like a mist that veils the sun, and the 
emptiness of the Antipodes will provide him with a place "with notlung between our 
eyes and the Absolute, our ears and that music" (FDB 218); this is indicated by the fact 
that when he actually tells the story of looking at the Absolute, he talks about "moving 
by cool night through the deserts of this new land" (218). The act of facing the 
Absolute, the inhuman that has not yet been touched by human naming, however, is 
possible only through becoming "inhuman." The fire of the sh.7 (the Absolute, the 
Form of the Good) can only be seen by itself, that is, fire. The participants of 
Prettiman's expedition must be transformed into fire, "a fire down below here -
sparks of the Absolute" (218) . The world of tlus narrative conclusion, the world where 
seeing and naming tl1e sun is possible, is a world where light is as diffused as in the 
nameless ship in the closing volume; this, however, as Talbot's dream attests, is a 
positive diffusion, a suffusion rather than a diffusion, where the people, as well as any 
other point of the world, are sources of light in their own right: the "faces" of the 
dream-characters arc "glowing," and the whole world is saturated by what Talbot 
remembers as "honey light" (FDB 312). This possibility, the narrative equivalent of 
which is the Prettimans's expedition out of the world of the novel, cannot be the 
conclusion of Talbot's journal, simply because it is a narrative that cannot be told in 
this world, in this language: it is the intimation of a world not "under" the sun but "in 
the sun." It is a narrative possibility that is always implied in each word, each metaphor 
as a possible outside, a beyond, but one that cannot be lived and then told. In tlus 

24 Iris Murdoch, The Fire and the Sun (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977) p 4 
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structural sense, it is like death - at least as death is figured in the trilogy. It insists in 
Talbot's text as an absence, recurring in the place frequ ently reserved in narratives for 
the non-narratable residue or detritus that the text produces (not unlike the 
"undergrowth of weed" that develops in the course of the journey): in Talbot's dreams . 
It has to remain on tha t level, for if it were to becom e an actu al narrative, the entire 
linguistic universe would disint egrate; "because if it was [more than a dream], then I 
have to start all over again in a univer se quite unlike the one which is my sanity and 
security" (FDB 312). 

This solar narrative outc ome, then, is outside th e world and the linguisti c 
universe of the trilogy. It is there as the intimation of a limit (or transgressing ) in every 
word of the text, but cannot be taken as a narrative route . In fact, the concluding note 
of the actual journal (the account of the dream reads like an appendix, a text that could 
no t find its proper place in the narrative) is that of the need to protect oneself from th e 
sun. The objective of the voyage turns out to hav e been Miss Chumley, who, as 
opp ose d to bronzed Edmund T albot, has successfully pre serve d her essential whitene ss 
(almos t an epic epithet; we have seen that her first appearan ce is an appearance "as" 
white light , as a figure defined by a "white line of light" - CO 87)) - as chastity and as 
(and perhaps the two are afte r all not very different ) evidence of not having been 
expose d to the rays of the sun. :\ s befit s a European lady, she, the polar opposite o f the 
Prettimans, lives in the tropics with "something" betw een herself and the sun - and 
by stating this, one has involved e,,en her seemin gly innocuous parasol into the 
metaphorical play of the text. \\/h en they are finally reunit ed in India under the tropical 
(heliotropi cal) sun, she forgets her self for a moment to such an extent that, leaving 
behind her protective para sol, "s he took no heed of the sun" (FOB 311), becomin g 
th ereby, as it were, something new under the sun. Th e phras e, how ever, is perhap s 
more reso nant: taking no heed o f the sun (in the sense o f "ignor ing the sun") is what 
she has been doing so far and there is no doubt she will continue to do so. Ju st like 
voyage-br onz ed Talbot whose face will probabl y soon re sume its customary col our 
under a more temperate climate. One could perhap s say that i\Iiss Chumley, inst ead of 
being a moon-goddess, is a rival sun , a surrogate sun, not unlike Belinda in The Rttpe of 
the Lock;25 if the story of the novel is, like the project of the hapless lexicograph er, a 

25 Belin J a is immediately announ ced as a rival sun ("Sol through whire currnins shot a tim'rous ray . / , \nd 
ope d those eyes that mu st eclipse the day" I. 13-14); the opening o f Canto II fonhcr elaborate s the 
similarit y between the sun and " th e rival of his beam s" (II . 3): " Bright as the sun , her eyes the gaze rs strik e, 
/ 1\nd, like the sun , the y shin e on all alike" (11. 1.,-14). The connecti on is confirme d bv what seem s to be 
(but is not nece ssarily) l'vl iss Ch uml ey's poeti c effor t, a text that becom es legib le on ly by accident . mark s on 
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chasing of the sun, the winning of Marion is the winning of a mock-sun that, unlike the 
"re al" sun , is available, that can be looked at. Talbot, instead of choosing the 
Prettimans' alternative and continuing to chase the sun (Sun), th e light that is by 
definition unreachabl e, settles for a substitute mock-sun, someone who "take s no heed 
of the sun. " 

The "story" of the trilogy in terms of its figuring of light, visibility and 
language would thus go as follows : the sun dominates Rites of Passage, even if its (his) 
light is not the light of truth but that which turns everything into a (helio)trope; in Close 
Q uarters, mist veils the world most of the time, but the presence of the moon is already 
felt in the lunacy that creeps over the ship; the moon come s into its own in rz"re Down 
Belozv, tran sforming the world of the novel into a metaphorical universe where even the 
(deceptive) centre is missing - this is indicated by the fact that by the end, the source 
of light becomes unid entifiabl e, thus a linguistic universe ensues where no point (name, 
world) is more privileged (proper) than any other. Perhaps the world of the novel has 
been like this throughout, only now it is revealed for what it inevitably must be. This is 
what is suggested by the fact that the ship remains nameless - the ship is the nameless 
name of the world where proper nam es are impo ssible .26 There is a growing sense 
(knowledge) of instability, a loss of the original source of light and a centre-less 
dissemination of light: the voya ge (passage) takes Talbot from a solar world through a 
suspended world of mist into a lunar world and beyond, into a world where the 
oppositions between light and darkness, literal and figurative, name and metaphor, are 

the back of Marion's lett er that Talb ot can only read with the help of a mirror. Th e lines, in a reversal of 
Pop e's simile, tell of a youn g woman: "\Vhen gentlemen app eared she straight begun / To turn her face as 
sunflowers to the sun" (CQ 212). Talbot effusiv ely, and exaggeratedly, claims that "Pope him self could 
have done no better than these gentl y satiric lines" (CQ 212), enn thou gh the relationship between the 
poe tic fragm ent and tvlarion is not at all clear: she is the sourc e of this piece of language in the boo k, it is, 
how ever, not clear wheth er she is its copier, auth or, or/ and heroine. If the latter is the case, th e Popean 
lines function like a warnin g concernin g l\1iss Chumle y's usurp ation of the posi tion of the sun, exp osing her 
as an absorber and not a source of light. 
26 Some critics (i\IcCarron p. 97, Mark Kinkead-W eekes and lan Greg or, 1.fVilliam Golding lLond on : Faber , 
1989], p. 271) claim to have identi fied the nam e of the ship which th ey believe is called Britannia. Th e 
Britannia theor y, however , to use an app ropriat e metaphor , does not hold water , for several reasons. Fir st, 
we know that the girl wh o is born in the ship is named after the ship and Britannia would be a very unlikely 
nam e. ;\lso , one does not really see how Brita1111it1 could have been tran sformed into an obscen ity by the 
sailors (see ROP 34). And finally, ragging a name onto the ship would go against the logic of the narrated 
wor ld . TI1e ship has a "m ons trous _fi,gurchearf ' (ROP 34) inst ead of a prop er name, th e emblem of the nam e 
instead of the name. 
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progressively eroded. The solar alternative returns in a Platonic version but only as a 
finally non-narrative and non-narratable alternative, something which cannot come to 
pass, but continues to insist, in a temporality that has to be figured as present: Talbot 
does not know where it comes from, but, as the very last sentence of the trilogy (with a 
curious little echo of the concluding sentence of Mrs Da!!owqy) claims, "there it is" 
(FDB 313). 

This is probably a fair narrative account of what happens in the trilogy, at least 
as regards the handling or trajectory of the luminaries; something, however, is wrong 
with it. It is somehow too neat in its attempt to arrange the narrated world into a story, 
a narrative pattern - and, as we shall see, the trilogy seems to resist such schemes. Also, 
even this story of growing dissemination, of the gradual loss of the proper, of the 
erosion of metaphysical oppositions, is (has to be) narrated by me as a narrative of 
accumulating knowledge (the narrative becomes that of the interpreter's growing 
wisdom concerning the narrated world); no matter how my narrative is obsessed with 
the problematisation in the trilogy of concepts like knowledge, light, truth, revelation, it 
purports to shed light on the story precisely in the way in which this is not possible 
within the world of the narrative . The conditions of visibility prevailing in the narrated 
world do not allow the creation of such stories. 

The trilogy is full of things (characters, events, figurative clusters) that seem to 
defy attempts to arrange its world as, for instance, a continuous, segmentable narrative 
of growing insight and illumination. Regarding the luminaries, a single detail will suffice 
to illustrate what I mean. One of the most ambiguous characters in the trilogy is 
Talbot's servant, Wbeeler, who disappears from the ship after Colley's death, only to 
return on board after the A!ryone appears. 1\fter his unlikely return, \):/heeler becomes a 
ghost, a figure of death, haunting Talbot and his cabin (the hutch where Colley died) 
until he blows his brains out (defacing Talbot) in it . Before his "first death," Wbeeler is 
an ordinary ship's servant, trusty supplier of paregoric, oilskin s, and gossip. There is, 
however, a reserve of ambiguit y about him - a reserve that urge s us to see something 
"more" in him without clari fying what this surplus meaning is. This residue or surplus 
is located in a metaphorical halo or aura that appears consistently whenever he is 
present - and, as it happens, this metaphorical residue has to do with light and 
luminaries. 

Wheeler, surprisingly, is introduced as "a sunny fellow" (ROP 4); in the 
metaphorical universe of the trilogy, this is a heavil y charged adjective, one that 
po sition s \'<,'heeler as po ssessing some special link with the central source of light . The 
sentence that follows this identification provides an explanation of the adjective in a 
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striking image: "He smiled at me then as if the deck, close over our heads, had opened 
and let in some light" ( 4). This image, quite unlike Talbot's usual rhetorical flourishes 
(partly because it reflects some genuine observation of somebody else, and because it is 
inspired by a crisis of naming), suggests that Wheeler is "sunny" not in the sense of 
'cheerful' but inasmuch as he is a 'sun-man,' a person "like" the sun, who is able to 
emanate light. Two sentences later, Wheeler "dowsed the light of his countenance" 
(ROP 5).27 Two things need to be noted here. First, that the light, the sun-ness of 
\v'heeler is consistently associated with his face, and second, that by being identified as a 
(rather unlikely) sun-character, a giver of light, Wheeler becomes entangled in the 
metaphorical chain of luminaries that dominates so much of the trilogy: this entails that 
he is by definition ( or by analogy, which is the same tl1ing under this particular sun) a 
metaphorical, figurative character, one that cannot be faced, looked at, properly named. 
It is this intriguing excess of meaning attached to him that makes of him a privileged 
participant of the narrated world - privileged in the sense that such excess of meaning 
always opens the door for symbolic interpretation or mythological reading 
(mythological is very often the name we give to tl1e semantic residue or excess gathered 
by a particular character or place). Wheeler has duly been identified with 
Mephistopheles (on the basis of his "willingness to obtain for a gentleman anything in 
the wide, wide world" - TWP 265),28 although identifications like this simply provide 
the excess of meaning with a proper name; the interpretative "advantage" of the 
mythological name is that, despite is properness or propriety, it manages to preserve 
something of the excess and "obscurity" or ambiguity of the character. \'<'heeler is also 
a "bringer of light" (even though, not allowed to bring a lamp , he offers candles to 
Talbot, thereby becoming a source or provenance of light - ROP 17), but, then , 
following this up would once again be no more than inventin g a prop er name for his 
ambiguity. 

\Xlhecler's 'sun-ne ss' or luminosity is an element that seems to disturb the 
vertical structure of the world: one ,vould be inclined to see the key to his 
mysteriousne ss in his continuing association with the ship's underworld, yet the 
figurative cluste r generated by \Xlhecler's semantic excess or residue con sistentl y links 
him to the sun and the 'sun.' His ambiguity is a 'darkness,' and what seems to be 
happening is that this herm eneutic darkne ss is embodied in his "light": his light is the 
name of the way he occludes rather than illuminates his ,1.:orld. The rep eated references 

27 Talb ot continues to be intrigued by thi s light, " that sam e peculiar light , wh ich is nor ,1uite a smile but 
r:1thcr an invo lun tary expan si,,ene ss" (RO/.' 9). 
ls Do n Crompt on, The Viewji-om the .Spire, p. 150 
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to his association with light increase rather than dispel the obscurity that surrounds 
him: Wheeler, who, as a character metaphorically related to the sun, is suppo sed to 
shed light on the world around him, himself remains invisible. Ta lbot finally finds a 
name for the excess embodied in "his lighted face" : "his lighted face - I can find no 
other description for his expression of understanding all the ways and woes of the 
world - gave him an air of positiv e saintliness" (ROP 176), "an expression of holy 
understanding" (177). His names ("saintly," "holy"), however, hav e no consequ ence , 
no sense of being properly naming proper names; what they do is endow Wheele r with 
a certain (sun-like) authori ty over the narrated world without identif ying or clarifying 
the nature of this authority or knowl edge (a knowledge that is surely more than the sum 
total of all the rumours and gossip going around the ship, althou gh the fact that he is 
someone who passes smoothly between different regions of the ship, like Hermes, and 
that his authority does seem to be related to this function of bein g a messeng er and 
interpreter, once again like Herme s, suggests that this authority is at least partly 
linguistic) . The lighted face and the unspecified authority over the world involve 
Wheeler in the metaph orical chain of luminaries discussed abo ve, and the excess of 
meaning that makes him so "mysterious" actually serves to transform him into 
something less than a proper character: when he disappears, he is "gone like a dream" 
(ROP 265). Wheeler is a blank, the appearances of his name in the narrative are what J. 
Hillis Miller would probably call "surds" 29: places where the vertical structure of the 
world is subverted or injured - and places that also disturb the horizontal, narra tive 
patterns of the trilogy. He is a narrative impossibility, a loop in the story line, a 
character who can sqy that he has died, and a charact er who, by his implication in the 
opposing metaphorical chains as well as in several key episodes, seems to contaminate 
whoever has contact with him. His "saintliness" and the fact that he disappears after 
Colley's death links him to the clergyman, and through his suicide in the hutch that 
used to belong to Colley but is now inhabited by Talbot, he becom es the embodiment 
of that unid entified and unidentifiable link that exists between Colley and Talbot -
more of this later. 

29 \v'heekr is also a subversive element in term s of the relat ionshi p between langu age and metal anguage -
in two ways: he is referred to by Talbot as a "walking l'alcon er" (ROP 14) or "living l 'alco ner " (ROP 62), 
that is, as someone with the authority to reveal the objects of the world by naming them, and he is the chief 
supplier of paregoric which, as Valentine Cunningham has noti ced , is also a metalinguistic term, meaning 
"smooth (ing) talk" (see Valentine Cunningham, In tbe Readit(g Gaol.· Postmodemily, Te.Yls, and l list01y [Oxford: 
Hlackwell, 1994j, pp.193 -4). 
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Wheeler's participation in the metaphorical world of luminaries does not 
"explain" him; nor does it shed any light on the trajectory of the celestial bodies 
(therefore on the nature of light, seeing and truth) in the trilogy. He is an irreducibl _e 
element that complicates the neat pattern of solar and lunar narrative (although , if he is 
the sun in some sense, the destruction of his "shining baldness" and "lighted face" at 
the end of the second volume is perhaps "appropriate"), a peripheral character who, by 
his implication in what seems to be the tutelary figurative system presiding over the 
world of the trilogy, becomes central to whatever interpretative scheme we choose to 
imp ose on the narrative. 

TH E ART OF SINKING 

On e of the most striking features of the (linguistic ) univer se of the sea trilog y is its 
handlin g of tropes. l\fost of the dominant tropes (that is, names o f tropes) of the text 
partake of the sylleptic quality of its language in that they are both literal and figurati ve : 
as literal names, they refer to figurativ e proces ses and passa ges (that is, they are 
metalinguistic), and as figurative term s (tropes), they refer to the non-verbal(?) realm o f 
the story and the characters. Th e most typical examples are, of course, "met aphor" and 
" tran slation" it self; caught up in the chain of analog y that connects them to each other 
and to other ( originally not metalinguistic or rhetorical ) terms such as "passa ge" and 
" transp ort ," they transform the diegetic world of the trilogy into a rh etori cal unive rse, 
without depri ving it of "human mteres t," that is, of the relevanc e and stake of moral 
and social issues - since what happ ens is not just the rhetoricisation of the narrat ed 
world but also the mobilisation of rhetorical technical terms in the opposite direction. 
Th e re sult is what we could call the pr evalence of mnra!ive trope.r. One example will 
suffice here. 

Bathos is the rhetorical term that name s an (unmt en tional ) anticlimax , a kind 
of Jalli.ng short o f the in tend ed effect at the mom ent o f what should be the point of the 
highest emotional tension. The term is used "appropriatel y" in Close "Quarters when 
Talb o t endeavours to describe the strange world of the two becalmed ship s, wrapped in 
mist in the middle of the ocean, fastened togeth er for a day, and he find s th at he simply 
cannot convey th e sen se of what tha t litt le umver se ,vas like: " \X/ha t bath os ! I have 
tried to say what I mean and cannot " (~Q 75). :\n other reference to bathos occurs in 
Talbot' s comment on the corporat e poetic effort of the seam en with which the y 
entertain the pass anger s on the night of carniv al. "He wound to a peroration which was 
concern ed neither with loyalty nor dut y but joocfl. \v'as there ever :tnytbmg at all like the 
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art of sinking?" (CO 115). This self-conscious reference to the text in which Pope 
introduced the concept of bathos is somewhat ambiguous, for it is not entirel y clear 
whether Talbot considers the bathos intentional or the result of the artists's ineptitude. 
Nevertheless, in these instances, the term retains its rhetorical (that is, literal) frame of 
reference. All this, however, occurs when the term has already been introduced in 
much more ambiguous circumstances. The word is first used when Talbot sums up 
Colley's fate: 

Now the poor man's drama is done and he stands there, how many miles 
down , on his cannonballs , alone, as Mr Coleridge says, all, all alone . It seem s a 
different sort of bathos (your lordship, as Colley might say, will note the 
amusing 'paranomasia') to return to the small change of day to day with no 
drama in it. 

(ROP 264) 

Even if we disregard the fact that the word "paranomasia" is a quotation from Colley's 
text, there is a complicated process of slippage going on here, of which Talbot is only 
partly in control, simply because a number of other paranomastic terms are being 
mobilised. The word that is paranomastic here, bathos, is a purely rhetorical 
(metalinguistic) term that refers to a downward movement, a sinking - but exclusively 
within language. The literal meaning of the word is the name of a figure. Talbot, 
however, uses it to denote three different processes: the physical sinking of Colley's 
corpse (to do this , the rhetorical term has to be used metaphorically, its meaning 
carried over into a different realm), the moral/ spiritual fall of Colley (this usage 
translates the narrative movement into a rhetorical category, and also implies the 
metaphorical use of tl1e rhetorical term, for the process described is definitely not 
rhetorical), and the bathetic resumption of ordinary existence after the spiritual drama 
and excitement of Colley's story; this use is still based upon the metaphorical use of 
bathos, since another, later, narrative development is named by a rhetorical trope . It is 
interesting that the second and third senses of the paranomastic term contradict each 
other: if the fall of Colley can be seen as bathetic, it was a comic and degrading kind o f 
fall ( earlier, when the clergyman is still alive, Talbot calls it a farce and not a traged y, 
because, as he says, "the man appears now a sort of Punchinello. His fall is in social 
terms . Death does not come into it .. . [h]e has committed no crime, broken no law" -
ROP 104). The third sense of the paranomastic expression, however, implies that the 
spiritual drama was something elevated and noble, compared to which everyday life is 
low. Since Talbot 's previou s sentence does not contain any stylistic or emotional 
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anticlimax, the rhetorical expression is used in three different senses, none of which is a 
literal (that is, metalinguistic) sense . The rhetorical term has remained a trope but one 
that refers to narrative instead of purely verbal movements. What is at stake here 
ultimately has to do with the troping of death. The paranomasia of bathos involves the 
event of death in the metaphorical chain that connects passage, translation, transport 
and a group of vertical (downward and upward) movements: sinking, fall, descent, 
transportation, translation. The contradictory senses of bathos imply a contradiction in 
what precedes the narrative bathos: if Colley's death itself is bathetic, it is defined as a 
downward translation, a sinking . If Colley's death is an event (trope) in relation to 
which everyday existence is seen as something low, then the death is an upward 
translation. 

Three things need to be noted here. The first is that the involvement of bathos 
in the slippages of translation, metaphor etc. entails that a number of other, originally non-
rhetorical terms (sinking,fa!!, descent) are also caught up in the chain, therefore they can 
all be read as paranomastic narrative tropes (the fall of Prettiman [FDB 59, 69); Talbot's 
"uncommon knack of falling about" [FDB 69); Talbot's "killing" of Prettiman that is 
experienced by him "like falling into the darkness of a measureless pit" [FDB 148]; and, 
of course, Colley's fall [ROP 104, 278]; Talbot's descents into the nether world of the 
ship - one in each volume - are all instances of katabasis, that is, a descent into the 
underworld [CQ 156, 164)). 

The second implication of this figurative-narrative logic is that the involvement 
of these terms implies a slippage between horizontal or neutral passages and vertical 
ones, introducing a narrative ambiguity by rhetorical means. This slippage comes to 
pass in two senses. In one case, rhetorical terms and rhetoricised words of movement 
might work as local narrative tropes, thereby performing a crucial function: by 
translating the horizontal contiguity of action and causality into a possibility of vertical 
movement, they create narrative levels and thus offer the possibility of a spatial reading 
- be it in terms of a hierarchy of narrative levels or of "symbolicity," which always 
implies the vertical organisation of ontological levels, the logic of surfaces and depths. 
The other sense in which this slippage is significant has to do with the fact that the 
entire journey is a passage, a translation, a carr ying over; therefore any term that is 
involved in the metaphorical slippages might be considered as a self-reflexive narrative 
trope that paranomastically "names" the passage from Britain to the antipodes as a 
rhetorical operation (tran slation, transportation, fall, descent, etc.): "a voyage from the 
top of the world to the bottom" ( CQ 4). 
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The third implication is that these narrative tropes (tropes of horizontal 
and/ or vertical movement s) seem to cluster around places where the event of death has to 
be named. In some cases, such paran omastic terms of (rhetorical and narrative) 
movement "name" a local narrativ e event, the voyage as a whole, and a rhetorical 
operation, as well as participating in the trilo gy's effort to somehow "deal with" the 
final pa ssage, the event of death. 

To talk o f sinking in a ship is never wholly innoc ent: even a straightforward 
rhetorical term is charged with a figurative connotation, beco mes dangerously 
paranomastic or sylleptic, wh ere the figurative sense is inevitabl y narrativ e. Close 
Q uartei:r is full of such ambiguous references to sinking (194, 196, 237, 259, 261, 278). 
Some of th ese uses are explicitly met aph or ical, some only by virtu e of bein g involved in 
th e play of slippa ges and passages, but th ey all prol eptic ally imply "the final sinking, the 
end of everything" (FDB 244). The central episode in thi s respect is a conversation that 
brin gs tog ether all the element s mention ed abov e. It is a conversation over shadowed 
by the constant threat of sinking, and initiated by the marine artist Brocklebank. 
Brockl ebank 's "g reat que stio n" concerns what we may call the art o/sinking. "H ow does 
a ship sink when it is not seen or record ed?" (CQ 240). Int erestingly , the paranomasia 
inv olved in the verb 1s transferred onto th e int erro gatory word "how." For wh at 
Brockl ebank mean s is not a problem of repre sentation : "No, sir. It is a qu estion no t o f 
paint but of conduct" (241). Th at is: how do es on e die? \Xlhat happen s wh en one takes 
the final pa ssage? Thi s is, I believe, the final stake of all the play o f slippa ges and 
pa ssages, of the confusion of literal and figur ative, tropological and narrati ve, linguistic 
and metalinguistic levels, of th e ambiguous, trop ological light of the nov el's luminari es. 
After Co lley's death, the text becomes tho ro ughly sylleptic: on the one hand, the 
narrati ve account o f the story (th e voyage ) that continues, relatin g th e thin gs that take 
place, but, on th e other hand, also a persi stent at tempt to come l o terms (rhetorical, 
figura tive or technical terms) with the residue of Co lley's pa ssage: the account of the 
pa ssage is also , secretl y, trying to become th e account o f the other passa ge, trying to 
make it narratabl e, to make it in to an event. "Th e dead - writes Lyotard - are not dead 
so long as the living have not recorded their death in narrati ves. Deith is a matte r for 
archives. On e is dead when one is narrated and no longer anything but narrated.":lil 

30 Quo ted in Geo ffrey Hennington, Lyotarrl: 117titiJ1,g the Evmt, p. 112 
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l-'ACES 

Colley's death is the major event of the trilogy, an event in th e sense that is given to the 
wo rd by Lyotard: something is an event "insofar as it refu ses to be absorbed into the 
order of a classical narrati ve, brou ght to book in a narrative account." 31 The event 
disrupts rather than so lidifies narrati ve coherence; it cannot be integrated, narr atively 
arrang ed, it is not a nod e or knot of the narrati ve surfac e but an absence, a gap, an 
endless int erruption tha t is also an irruption (Colley's death is in fact an interruption, an 
interrupti on of a conversation that is largely concerned with the pictorial representati on 
of death) . J. Hillis Miller writes : 

Death is never exp erienc ed as an event. \'vhat can be see n is the change of the 
ot her from live bod y to dead body, corpse, inanimate matter. \Y/e call that 
change death , but what we want to experience and be able to name is the 
tran sition from life to dea th . \Y/c want to follow so meo ne from one realm to 
th e other, but be able to come back and tell the story of thi s journe y.12 

Colley's death is the archetypal event as ongoing disruptio n and irruption, or, 
to quote Miller who says th e opposite but means the same, the "immemorial non-
even t" (Miller, Ariadne 249). T he conversation in the course of which Brocklebank 
raises the great question of th e art of sinking ends with the painter's absurd attempt to 
int erview the resurrected \Xi'heeler about the experience of the passage of dying (CQ 
242). \v'heeler, however , has no story, no words. Death , even the death that he ha s 
survived, is "radically resi stant to the order of representati on ."33 

O ne could probabl y argue that the aftermath of Colle y's de ath is the attempt to 
nam e, to represent this death as a narratable , inte grabl e event. Colley him self is aware 
of th e therapeutic value of narrativisation: he is able to make a narrative out of the 
sacrificia l ritual that invol ves his first humiliation (defacement): "I see without any 
disguise what happened. Ther e is much health in that phr ase 1vhat happened. To clear away 
the, as it were, undergrowth o f my own feelings, my terro r, my disgust, my indignati on, 
clears a path by which I hav e come to exercise a proper judgement" (ROP 239-40). The 
first humiliation can still be turned into a story, but after the second humiliation, Colley 

3 1 l ,yotar<l, <Jtd. in Benn ingto n, p. 109. 
32 ;\,Jiller, Ariadne's Thread (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992) p. 249-50 
J.l S. Critchley, Vc1y Li ttle . .. A lmost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Lit cmltm: (I ,ondon: Routledge , 1997), p. 26 
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· has run out of words. From this point, the narrative carries with itself his death, trying 
to name it ("low fever" and "dying of shame" are two of the metaphors); his death 
becomes the gap, the residue, the excess that disturbs and confuses the narrative line, it 
is an undergrowth, a "marine growth" (CQ 14) like the weed that attaches itself to the 
ship during the voyage . It is this death that makes the trilog y refuse neat narrative 
patterns of interpretation: Colley's death is an event that does not come to pass, an event 
that does not become past, and all the disturbing narrative loops (\X'heeler's survival of 
his death by drowning) and gaps are in a way the residue of this death. Michel 
Tournier's Robinson suggests that to survive is to die; in the trilog y, Colley's death is 
his survival; every death and every irrational event is a repetiti on of his death , an 
irruption of his absence . The narrati ve of the journey is also a text of mottrnin~~' of the 
attempt to integrate, to represent this fissure. 

Representations of death are misrepresentations, or rather representations of 
an absence. The paradox at the heart of the representation of death is best 
conveyed by the figure of prosopopeia, ... a form which implies the failure of 
presence, a face which withdraws behind the form which presents it.1·1 

Prosopopeia, " the ascribin g of a name , a face, and a voice to the ab sent, the inanimate, 
or the dead," is called by Hillis Miller "the trope of mourning ."-15 In Goldin g's trilogy, 
prosopopeia is certainl y the trope of mourning Jam es Colley. The name of the trope 
etymologically means the giving of a face, and Talb o t has the double task of giving a 
face (a rep resentable face) to Colley' s death, and to p erform som ething like a work of 
repentance: the undoin g o f his own defacement o f Colley . In Rites o/ Passage, Talbot 
uses Colle y's appearance, and especiall y his face, as a kind of trainin g ground wh ere he 
can display his rhetoric al skills (his art o f sinking as defacing) to be st advantage. Co lley 
has no face, but a "casual assemblag e o f features" (ROP 42), a "curious assembla ge of 
features" (ROP 72); the "disorder of his face" (42) is the occasion for some of Talb ot's 
mo st spectacular rhetorical flouri shes: "N ature has pit ch ed - no, the verb is too activ e. 
\Vell then, on some corn er of Time' s beach, or on the mudd y rim o f one of her m ore 
insignificant rivulets, there have been washed together casually and indifferentl y a 

1-1 Critchl ey, p. 26. 
35 Miller, V mi ons of l) ;gmulio11 (Cambrid ge, :\Jass.: Har , ard Uni,·crsiry Press, 1990) p. 4. See also Miller, 
Ariadne 's Thn'tld, p. 251, Jam es Paxson, The Podic.1· o/ Persm11jlmtio11 (Cambridge: Cam bridge Unin:r sity Press, 
1994) p. 26-7, 52, and Paul de :\fan, The Rhetoric of Romt111licisJJ1 (New York: Co lumbia Univer siry Press, 
1984), p. 75-6. 
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number of features that Nature had tossed away as of no use to any of her creations" 
(ROP 66-7). When not verbally destroying Colley's face, Talbot allegorises him (ROP 
106) or simply "reject[s] him as a human being" (ROP 122). 

These are all rhetorical strategies of degradation, defacement, dehumanisation 
- the very opposite of what is involved in prosopopeia. The fundamental rhetorical 
energies of the trilogy are those of prosopopeia, involved in the impossible project of 
giving back James Colley's face. The survival of Colley, as I have suggested, is his death: 
by dying, he (or his absence) becomes the subversive, disruptive, unrepresentable 
element in the narrative, the unnameable origin of all the unnameable elements of the 
world, the thing to which a face must be given . Personification and prosopopeia, 
therefore, are in the trilogy always existentially charged; they are places where language 
as the language that addresses death is condensed. 

This is what accounts for the double nature of Colley's presence (insistence) in 
the two final volumes. On the one hand, he survives (or insists) in later parts of the 
narrative as language, more precisely, as a kind of verbal behaviour and style; even more 
precisely, as the name of a kind of language that would be able to describe what Talbot 
cannot describe (all these elements are metaphorical repetitions of his death, the origin 
of unnameability: Colley is the only one who could describe, tell his final passage). 
Whenever Talbot comes up against something that he feels is beyond his verbal 
resources, he evokes Colley: "Colley's pen" becomes a shorthand for the presence of 
that which cannot be described (see CQ 69, 133, 156). One could say that the 
unrepresentable automatically raises Colley's ghost, or that, in order to describe the 
unreprescntable, Talbot would have to become Colley, that is, dead : more precisely, 
someone who died Colley's death. Successful prosopopeia, that is the ability to give a 
face to the inhuman, the inanimate, would require Colley's pen, his figurative energies. 
In fact, it is Colley who realises that the sea voyage is a condition of essential 
homelessness in the sense of being cast into a region that is radically inhuman: "Here 
we are, suspended between the land below the waters and the sky like a nut on a branch 
or a leaf on a pond! I cannot convey to you, my dear sister, my sense of horror, or shall 
I say, my sense of our being living souls in this place where surely, I thought, no man 
ought to be!" (ROP 192-3; Talbot is troubled by the repetition of this idea in the later 
volumes, see for instance J<LJB 180, or FDB 134, where he calls the raging sea "a place 
which surely was not for men"). On the other hand, it is also Colley who first 
personifies, or at least animates the sea in a memorable image which, however, does 
not make the sea more human or less formidable: the surface of the sea was "as if the 
water were not only the home and haunt of all sea creatures but the skin of a living 
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thing, a creature even vaster than Leviathan" (ROP 219). It is interesting to compare 
Colley's prosopopeias, inspired by a sense of sublimity, with Talbot's clever 
personifications in Rites of Passage ( e. g. 19-20) which entirely lack the stake the figure 
has in Colley's language; Colley's prosopopeias are attempts to name the unnameable, 
~hereas for the Talbot of the first novel, the unnameable simply does not exist . 
Colley's death is the birth of the unnameable in Talbot's language, and it is no wonder 
that every occurrence of the unnameable becomes the potential repetition or metapho r 
of this death, which is itself invisible, unrepresentable. 

The radically inhuman force to which most of the prosopopeic energi es of the 
trilogy are devoted is of course the sea (see Summers's strangely scientific definition 
and account of the habit of "earlier peoples, savage peoples and poet s" to credit the sea 
with thoughts and feelings [CQ 170] or Talbot's attempts at the sublime throu gh the 
prosopopeia of the sea [e. g. FDB 136, 232]). The ultimate tes t case of the 
personification of the sea in the trilogy is Byron 's famous invocation at the end of 
Canto 4 of Chi/de Harold's Pilgrimage. I ,ady Somerset, an admirer of Byron, even quotes 
the famous line ("Roll on, thou deep and dark blue ocean-roll!" - CQ 98); the effect, 
however, is somewhat diminished by the fact that the same invocation is earlier 
referred to rather condescendingly by a sceptical Talbot who at this point is still Pope's 
champion: "The present weather is sharply defining our horizon for us in a dense blue 
which obeys Lord Byron's famous injunction and continues to roll on endlessly - such 
is the power of verse!" (CQ 5) \'v'hat seems to be a wry and cynical comment is actually 
a reference to a text that illustrates the paradox of prosopopeia, of ascribing a face to 
the absolutely alien. Byron's stanzas define the sea as the realm that is absolutely and 
irreducibly alien, defying human intrusion, a place where the human disappears without 
a trace: if it has any "meaning" for the human intruders, it is death: 

The wrecks are all thy deed, nor doth remain 
J\ shadow of man's ravage, save his own, 
When, for a moment, like a drop of rain, 
He sinks into thy depths with bubblin g groa n, 
\Vithout a grave, unknell'd, uncoffin'd, and unknown. 

(CLK,_XIX) 

On the other hand, this force or element that is absolutely alien and inhuman 
1s addressed throughout the text, even though the words say that the thin g they arc 
addressing cannot be addressed at all. Also, prosopopeic figures ("T ime writes no 
wrinkle on thy azur e brow" - CLXXXII) abound in the text that implicitl y calls any 
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personification of the sea a kind of narcissistic nonsense where the words will only fall 
back upon the speaker. This paradox is overcome and sublated by another paradoxical 
move: the invocatory stanzas are preceded by a rhetorical manoeuvre whereby the 
speaker leaves behind the human sphere and becomes part of that which he is about to 
address: in order to communicate with the inhuman (to have "interviews" with it -
CLXXVIII), he has to shed his humanity, "To mingle with the Universe, and feel / 
W'hat I can ne'er express, yet can not all conceal" (CLXXVIII). Childe Harold's 
invocation, then, is alluded to not only because it is part of the playful juxtaposition of 
the August an and the Romantic in the trilogy, but also because it is a clear example of 
the basic paradox of prosopopeia, identified by James Paxson as its chiasmic 
structure: 3r, the giving of a face to the dead or the inhuman entails that the speaker 
become deprived of his/her face, defaced, faceless, inhuman or dead (this is, 
incidentally , the logic behind the rhetoric of Prettiman's utopia of gazing at the sun). In 
the figurative economy of Golding's trilogy, pro sopopeia , the attempt to name the 
unnameable, is also always the raising o f Reveren d Colley, a gesture of mourning. 
i\ddressing the sea is also addre ssing (the death of) ColleyY 

.\C, Pax son, p. 52. 
37 ,\s I haYe tried to sugges t severa l times (in relation to the defacing of CoUey during the ritual and his 
rhetorical defacing in Talbot's journ al; \'\'heeler 's "lighted face"; Summer s's "transmut ed face" during the 
night watch, etc.),jctce is one of the most highly charg ed words thro ughout the trilogy. ,\lread y in Rile.1 of 
P,tssage, Rrockl ebank (a painter specializing in naval death and porrrainm :) is worried about the special 
difficulties that will be presented by a black face in the antipodes (60); Talbot rd ers to his go dfather's 
advice, accordin g to whi ch he has to learn "to read faces" (ROP 61). ( )ne o f the cru cial scenes of Fire DoJV/1 
Be/1m, can be read as another parab le about the paradox of prosopopeia : the spectacle of the icebe rg is 
obviously the encounter with the abso lutely alien, the unnam eable (its counter part is a narrative blank or 
lacuna, involvin g some sort o f unsp ecified intima cy with Celia Brocl<lebank - FDB 247): the icebe rg is the 
faceless force of nature, tota lly indifferent to human prese nce, yet, it has to be given a face if it is to be 
referred to (the account of the unn arrarable episode is full of pro sopopeia s: 241, 242, 243); what is more, 
the cen tral moment of the episode (a kind of limit mo ment ) is the ascripti on of figures and faces to the wali 
of ice (" l saw a melange of visions in the ice whi ch swept pa st me - figures trapped in the ice, my father 
among them " !.FD/3 244] ; the ultimat e po sition of thi s episode 1s suggested by the fact that this is the oniy 
reference to Talbot's father thro ughout the en tire trilogv: th t' father - snnbolic rather than ph ysical -
appears as the jiff e of the absolutely , ultimately alien, but the referenc,· 1s not a recove n· or resticut ion of 
some paternal , and the acco mpanyin g narrati ve /s ymbo lic auth orit1· cl\'er alienne ss and homele ssness. Tl1e 
imp lic,ition is the op posite: through this reference , the so far abse nt fath er become s is irn·olved in the logic 
of faces, and conne cted to ,vhateYtT the iceberg is seen to "tncan" in the narrati\'l': 
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Narratively (this is the other aspect of his survival), Colley survives as repetition, 
the force that creates loops in the straight story line of the voyage; in the trilogy, 
repetition is potentially the repetition of death. The narrative trope for repetition as the 
possibility of death, for return as absence, is of course a ghost (the French for ghost is 
'revenant,' 'the one who returns'); Colley seems to have gone "underground" and 
continually haunts the ship. Talbot feels him behind the madness that creeps over the 
ship ("I could not but feel that the ghost of Colley was roaming the ship" - CQ_ 274-5; 
"perhaps it was the unappeased 'larva' of Colley creeping about the ship like a filthy 
smell which was the 'motus' of our idiotic decline into phantasy!" - CQ 220). Colley (or 
the death of Colley, or Colley as death) as repetiton also haunts the ship by 
contaminating other characters who thus become Colley. Wheeler returns after his 
death to haunt Talbot and his (Colley's) hutch as a ghost (CQ 53, 68), both alive arid 
dead, a character who can say: "I drowned, sir" (CQ 53) and who can be mortally afraid 
of drowning again (CQ 233). Talbot also becomes Colley by repeating the clergyman's 
"fall" in Close Quarters (making a public display of himself in a delirious state, 
occupying Colley's hutch which is a mirror image of his own, even coming to resemble 
him). By the end of the voyage, or rather, after the end of the voyage, Talbot even 
refers to himself as a ghost "I wondered round, therefore, a revisiting ghost" (FDB 
274). The contaminating power of Colley's death is so great that at one point the ship 
itself becomes a ghost, in a sentence evocative of Colley's image that I have quoted 
twice: "The ship was a ghost, a spirit of silver and ivory" (FDB 83). 

These aspects of Colley's survival or insistence, as well as the figurative cluster 
related to it, come together in one of the central episodes of the trilogy, the vision of 
the monstrous face in Close Quarters. The ship's progress (the narrative movement) is 
disturbed in several ways after Colley's death: on the one hand, it is uneven, lopsided, 
arhythmical (as a result of the negligence of Lieutenant Deverel when the ship was 
taken aback), and, on the other, it is too slow, partly because the ship was partially 
dismasted, and partly because of the undergrowth of weed that began to accumulate at 
the time of Colley's sacrifice, when the ship was becalmed; in a sense, the weed is the 
narrative trope of all the undergrowth (repetitions, disturbing episodes, dreams, 
doldrums, etc.) that impedes fast narrative movement. Lieutenant Benet suggests a 
rather unorthodox method of getting rid of some of this undergrowth and making 
narrative progress faster: he suggests that the underside of the ship should be cleaned 
with the dragrope, a practice that is normally used only in the case of ships that are in 
berth. In metaphorical terms, this means an attempt to get rid of the story's 
undergrowth without stopping. The risk of the procedure is that the weed might be 
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attached to the hulk with such force that (partly because the wood of the ship is 
rotten), by removing it, parts of the ship might be broken off and the ship might take 
too much water (the figurative implications are obvious). Something like this happens 
here : there is a groaning noise from below, a confusion aboard, and something rises out 
of the sea beside the ship : 

I have seen all this and much else which was to come in nightmare, not once 
but several times , and shall do so again. In nightmare the shape is bigger and 
rises wholly awesome and dreadful. My dreaming spirit fears as my waking 
spirit fears that one night the thing will emerge, bringing with it a load of 
weed that only half conceals a face. I do not know what face and do not care 
to dally longer with the thought. But then, that morning in the wind, the salt 
air, the rocking, heaving ship, I saw with waking eyes down by the crazily 
unstable waterline something like the crown of a head pushing up through the 
weed. Someone screamed by my shoulder, a horrible, male scream. The thing 
rose, a waggonload of weed festooned round and over it. It was a head or a 
fist or the forearm of something vast as Leviathan. 

(CQ 257) 

The event is a t1s1ng: a "shape," a "thing" rises from below. 'The "thing" has, must 
have a "meaning," must be addressed, made part of the text , and therefore be given a 
face. The thing, however, is already a "face." It can be seen as the face of the sea as a 
destructive depth, a hungry mouth or a stomach, an underworld waiting for its victims 
(the reference to Leviathan would seem to support this view, since it is an echo of 
Colley's image of the sea). On the other hand, it can also be the face of the ship, 
because the bits of the vessel that have probably been broken off are also part of the 
face . It is a composite face, made of the flotsam of the sea, bits of the ship, and the 
weed that grows at the line where the two meet .38 It is an uncanny face, rising as the 
repetition of something that is familiar: it has been suggested that the face is Colley's 
ghost. 39 Saying that the face is not Colley's ghost is not, strictly speaking, true . 
However, Colley's ghost is much more than the face just as the face is not exhausted by 
being identified as Colley's ghost. It ts a repetition of Colley's death inasmuch as it is an 
event that cannot be integrated , inasmuch as every giving of a face is a raising of Colley. 

38 Even the invocatory stanzas of Chi/de llarold are evoked: "Dark-heaving: - boundless , endle ss, and 
sublime- / The image of Eterni ty- the throne / Of the Invisibl e; even from out thy slime / The 
mon sters o f the deep are mad e" (CLXXXIII) . 
39 McCarron, p. 116. 
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This justifiable identification, however, betrays the basic narrative and figurative 
paradox of the episode: the thing is a repetition of Colley, of Colley's death, that is, the 
repetition of the very thing that awaits naming, narrativising, the allocation of meaning, 
A repetition of the central defacement of the text, a repetition of the "event" that 
erupts into the narrative as something totally disruptive, non-narratable, unintegratable. 
The repetition of the defacem ent, however, is a face. In an impossible reversal, the 
faceless appears as a face. An enormous amount of verbal energy is spent throughout 
the text in the effort to give a face to the faceless, and when finally a face is generated 
out of the story, it is monstrous, it cannot be looked at - because it is a face as 
facelessness . The face of the thing is itself a figure (a secondary figure, that is, an 
allegory) of prosopopeia, of the giving of a face to something that is radically faceless 
(one possible name for it is "a world of blind force and material " - CQ 259). It tells in 
an allegorical story the infinite regre ss, and therefore the hidden narrativ e, implied in 
and generated by the logic of pros opo peia: if somethin g faceless, namele ss is given a 
face/ name, the essential face- / nameles sness is not eliminated but simpl y displaced 
onto a face that therefore becomes the face as defacement. The process is potentiall y 
endles s, and gen erates a narrati ve that unsucc essfully endeav ours to name that which is 
deferred by the figure of giving a face. The re sult of the giving of a face is that the face 
(name) that is given will partake of the facelessness or defac ement that it vainly 
attempts to accommodate: language, instead of being an accommoda tion (hom e), will, 
in the trope of prosopopei a, be its elf nameless and faceless, a condition of 
homele ssness. 

The event of the face is almost immediatel y followed by another event, that of 
the destructi on of the face. The two event s, which are repetitions of each other, and of 
Collcy's death , are connected by two ref erenc es to Colley (the connections are created 
by the narrating Talbot and not Talbot the charact er) . . \s he is returning to hi s hu tch, 
Talbot remembers that it used to belong to Colley (261); the experience of the face also 
pu ts him in mind of Colley's bathos: "Tha t grim baulk of waterlo gged timber [the face, 
that is] was still, I suppose, sinking towards th e oo ze where Co lley stood on his cann on 
balls when I approached my hutch" (261-2). He sees that \X/hecler (Colley\; substirutc, 
repetiti on, death) is standing in the hutch . 
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flash of light. Then everything disappeared as a wave of acrid smoke burst out 
of the louvre . My left eye was, or had been , struck and filled with a wet 
substance. 

(CQ 262; italics mine ) 

Colley's death was an indescribable, lonely passage, a narrative blank that 
produced an undergrowth of narrative loops and repetition as haunting, dreams, or 
encounters with the unnameable. This repetition of his death is not a narrative blank, 
but a non-event, a confusion of tens e and successi on ("his head exploded after or with 
or before" ). It is the end of prosop opeia, the explosion of a face, a defacement that is 
total and irreparable . It is also an event that implicates, infects Talbot ("befouling" him, 
as Colley did on the occasion of their first encounter) once and for all with death , 
makin g of him a repetition of Wheeler and of Colley. It is an event that connects 
prosop opeia with light and seeing: Talbot's face is smeared with Wh eeler's face and 
brain (as Colley's face was smeared by the seamen); he is blinded by that which cannot 
be looked at directly, the central absence of light (anti-sun, black hol e) of this world, 
towards which, after all, pro sopop eic figures seem to be striving and turnin g (bein g 
necro- rather than heliotropes); his eyes are full of Wh eeler's death in a m oment of 
ultimate meton ymy, and he, instead of giving a face to the faceless, become s a figure 
contaminated, smeared, covered, defaced by death : "There is death in my hands. I kill 
people without knowing it" (FDB 154). He is redeemed only in Fire Down Below wh en 
his third "murder" turns out to be the "resurrection" of Mr Prettiman . This repetition 
as prosopopei a, as both the giving of a face and the destruction of a face, as a haunting 
and an endles sly repeated attempt to name death , is the undergrowth that develops 
upon (below) the story, an underg row th that slows down the narrative movement and 
makes it lopsided, uneven, jerking, that creates narrative loops and lacunae and render s 
the narrativ e unint erpretable as a neat Bildung, that produces the excess or residue 
connected to certain places, characters and events, that produces the paradox es of the 
figurative logic of the trilogy, that creates a confu sion of the figurative and tl1e literal, 
the re ferential and the met alinguistic. The removal of this und ergrowth, however, is 
impo ssible , simply because the under growt h, whi ch seem s to be an unn ecessary burd en 
on an otherwi se straightforward and fast-movin g narrative, turns out to be the very 
condition of the possibility of narrative ; that which seems to be gene rat ed by th e 
(standin g still o f th e) story is in fact the source and condition of the story. The origin of 
Talbot's narr ative is the unt ellable event o f Colley's death, an event that can never be 
told, only rep eated, that is, " figured " in the endle ss proc ess of pros opopcia : it can onl y 
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affect the text, insist in it as an undergrowth, an excess, a residue ( called by 
interpretation a "depth"), the removal would bring about the premature end ("sinking") 
of the story. · 

The trilogy is a sea story: the god of this world is Neptune. He presides over 
the sacrificial ritual that involves the defacement of Colley; this is Neptune as a masked 
man, as an allegory of the process of prosopopeia: in order to address, to be able to 
relate to, the inhuman, unpredictable power of the sea, man gives it a face, a name 
(Neptune); the giving of the face, however, only displaces the facelessness, alienness 
onto the face/name, involving it in the alienness. Man, in addressing the alien, the 
faceless, deprives himself of his own face, defacing himself (donning, for instance, the 
mask of Neptune that is a face as defacement), and, as another faceless entity, partakes 
of its absolute facelessness. Colley is sacrificed for Neptune's sake, by people wearing a 
facelessness as their mask; his death is to a great extent the result of the ceremony 
performed to gain the benevolence of the sea-god. Colley therefore and thereafter 
belongs to him and to the sea. J\nd the sea returns, takes revenge for Talbot's 
dehumanisation of the parson (with a very bad pun, one could say that the dominant 
figure of the trilogy is "deparsonification" ), that other defacement (blinding) of his son: 
the relationship is confirmed when, in the moment of his final humiliation, Colley is 
referred to as "a pigmy Polyphemus" (ROP 116). Talbot is also blinded by a sea-death, 
and he is allowed to am·ve only after he has faced Neptune as the sea, as death, and as 
Colley. Talbot is thus Ulysses in the sense that his voyage is a constant fight against 
Poseidon, and also in the sense that his voyage is not something that could ever be 
over; the end of his sea-voyage is not an arrival. 
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Istvan Nagy 

The Modern Fairy of an Urban Folktale 

An introduction to Caryl Churchill's The Skriker 

Strange creatures populate Caryl Churchill's one-act play The Skn"ker, interfering with 
the lives of two youn g sisters Josie and Lily. The suspicious gang, which comes from 
the Underworld, is lead by a shapeshifter fairy, the Skriker, of whom it is very difficult 
to say anything certain at first, except that she appears to the sisters in various forms, 
she desperately seeks love, and that she is capable of doing the most unusual things. 
Sometimes she is old, sometimes she is young, sometimes she is a man. She is good 
and she is bad. She is mysteriou s. 

Th e name of the fairy provides the first puzzle. The word 'skriker' can be 
found neither in the Longman Dictionary of Cont emporar y E nglish nor in the Collins 
Concise Dicti onary, it must be therefore nearly as exotic to an average English spea ker 
as, say, tam agochi. H owever, the large Oxford Eng lish Dictionary reveals the secret, 
claiming that there exists a verb ' to skrike' which means 'to utter a shrill harsh cry; to 
screak.' 1 Th e Skriker then is the one who screak s, a 'screaker.' Still according to the 
Oxford En glish Dictionary, unlike som e other members of the company from the 
Underworld, such as the Kelpie, which is a water-spirit or demo n in Lowland Scottish 
folklore, or the Bogle, which is a phantom or spectre of the night causing fright, the 
skriker is not a traditional figure o f British folklor e, it is rath er Churchill's own artistic 
invention. The name, though its meanin g has now been found, is still subject to 
interpretations. \X.'hen Josie, accompanied by the Skriker, visits the Un derworld, the 
stage instruc tion read s as follow s: "Blackout. A horrible shriek like a siren that goes up 

1 The O:x/ord English Dictionary (Second Edition, Oxford: Clarend on Press , 1989, \ 'ol. X\ ') p. 628. 
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to a very high sound and holds it." 2 It is not clear to whom or to what the shriek can be 
attributed. It can be the Skriker who shrieks, but also the shriek can simply accompany 
their descent. One way or another the shriek is part of the effects which go with the 
descent into the Underworld - and with the ascent from it too, since the same shriek is 
heard when Josie returns to the material world. Leaving our world and diving into the 
Underworld is surely not a pleasant experience; even if it is not Josie who shrieks, the 
horrible sound is there, it is heard, and expresses elemental pain, despair and terror. 
The same qualities can easily be attributed not only to the descent and ascent, but to 
the Skriker herself. Shrieking in her case means stalking her victims, Josie and Lily, until 
they give up and succumb to the temptation of that other world of sham represented 
by the fairy. 

The very first scene of the play is an extremely long monologue spoken by the 
Skriker, which at first sight resembles a senseless pile of words put together 
haphazardly. All the same , after a while the words miraculousl y begin to form a 
meaning, however obscure and impalpable, and when the Skriker finishes her speech 
one has the inexplicable feeling of what Polonius would say "though this be madness, 
yet there is method in't." 3 The method might be concealed deliberately, yet a great deal 
of the meaning can be detected and explained. 

Churchill's play is a fairly traditional one in the sense that the initial speech of 
the Skriker retains the function of a prologue. A good prologue creates the atmosphere 
of the oncoming play, puts the spectator or the reader in a mood in which they are able 
to tune into the plot and the lives of the characters to be presented. It often refers to 
the events to come, sometimes it turns to the audience with some request or another. 
Similarly, the Skriker's monologue is able to create the strange, half-rational, half-
irrational aura of the scenes to come: 

Heard her boa st beast a roast beef eater, daughter coulc.l spin span spick and 
spun the lowest form of wheat straw into gold, raw into roar , golden lion and 
lyonesse under the sea, dungeonesse under the ca·stle for bad mad sad adders 
and takers away. Never marry a king size well beloved. Chop chip pan chap 
finger chirrup chirrup cheer up off with you're making no headway. \v'eeps 
seeps deeps her pretty puffy cream cake hole in the heart operation. Sees a 

2 Caryl Churchill, The Sk riker (London: Nick Hern Books, 1994) p. 28.H.eferences to this editi on will 
henceforth be made in the text. 
3 Shakespeare , F-Ia111let: Prince of Denmark (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959) Act II. Scene II. 205-206. 
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little blackjack thingalingo with a long long tale awinding. :tv!ay day, she cries, 
may pole axed me to help her ... 

(p. 1) 

The unhindered flow of the words addresses the readers ' subconscious rather 
than their conscious, rational mind; one feels, by means o f a mysterious sL"<:th sense, 
rather than knows the exact meanin g of what the Skriker is speaking about. By the end 
of the speech, therefore, we have seemingly unstructured clusters of information about 
a young girl who is in trouble now, ("may day, she cries," p. 1), about an unnamed bab y 
("put my hand to the baby," p . 2; "But if the bab y has no name better nick a name , 
better Old Nick than no nam e," p. 2), and even about a bloo dy event that might have 
taken place ("mother a murder ," p . 3, "My mother she killed me ... ," p. 5). 

Besides the functi on o f creating a strong sense of atmosphere, the abov e 
extra cts retain another role from the traditional prologu e: they also refer to the main 
points of the action. "Ma y day, she cries," says the Skriker and she presumably speaks 
about J osie, who, having murd ered her bab y, is in a men tal hospital at the beginning of 
the play. Jo sie does not actually use the well-known radio signal of planes and ships in 
dang er, but she is clearly in danger due not only to her murderous act but to the 
disquieting presence of the Skriker as well. The bab y without a name is Josic's daught er 
who had been killed befor e she could be baptised. \Vithout being christened the soul of 
this baby is the property of the Devil, whose informal nam e is O ld Nick. 

There are numerou s ot her places within the prologue which, though less 
eviden tly than the ones above, foreshadow certain par ts of the play. Lily helps the 
Skrikcr and is rewarded with one pound coins falling out of her mouth (p. 11; the 
reference to this part in the 'pro logue': "o ut of her mouth trap, out came my secreted 
garde n flowe r," p 1); both Josie and Lily visit the Und erwo rld o f the Skriker , which, 
for a short while, seems to be a shelt er for refu gees who hav e fled from the whirling 
world of reality (p. 28 and 51; in the prolo gue: "s eek a sleep slope slap of the dark to 
shelt er skelter away, a ,vail a wh irl a world away," p. 1-2 ); a certa in hag - one o f the 
miraculous creatures in th e Undenv orld - is chopped up \Vhilc Jo sie is there (p. 29; 
"C hoppe d up the hag," p. 2); J osie is warned in the Underworld not to eat anythin g if 
she ever wants to return to the real world (p. 30; "Nev er eat a fruit," p. 3); holdin g a 
candle is part of the mysteriou s ceremony during which Lily is preparing to succumb to 
th e Skriker's supernatural power at the end of the play (p. 51; "Hol d this candle the 
scandal I said," p 4). 

The initial mon ologue of the fairy has also a s1gn ificam role of characteri sing 
the Skriker herself in at least two ways. In the firsr place the way H is rendered is very 

235 



I STVAN NAGY 

much like a speech of a shaman in trance which only the initia tes can understand . The 
shaman, who is connected with transcendental forces, brin gs his tribesmen a me ssage 
from the world beyond, and the Skriker's uncontrolled string of free associations based 
on puns, alliterations, homophon es and rhymes has a similar effect. The uneasy feeling 
that we do not understand it, yet it might have a coherent meaning, gives the speech an 
air of other-worldliness and suggests that its speaker is not of our familiar material 
world. 

In terms of literary pr ecedent the Skriker' s mon ologue has a close relation ship 
with Molly Bloom's famous flow of thoughts in Chapter 18 of U!Jsses by Jame s J oyce. 
There Molly-Penelope is thinking about her sexual affairs, her relationship to her 
husband, about her entire life before falling asleep. The style of Chapter 18 is often 
referred to as 'stream of consciousness' for apparently its only organising element is the 
charact er's state of mind . The Skriker's speech, however, is slightly different. It is not 
the character's state of mind that has the unifying role but something even more 
profound than that. The speech contains several references to persons, object s, 
concepts and literary pieces which are more or less significant part s of the \'v'estern , and 
especially of the English speaking world. The y are sometimes fairly explicit, sometimes 
distorted, or even carefully concealed, yet a lot of them can be detected. One of tl1ese 
references has already been mentioned, it is the "nickname" of the Devil, Old Nick. 
There is another, extremely complex reference to th e Devil in the following sequence: 

Out of her pinkle lipp ety loppety, out of her mouthtrap, out came my 
secreted garden flowe r of my youth and beauty and the beas t is six six six 
o'clock in the mornin g becomes electric stormy petrel bomb ." 

(p. 1) 

The biblical allusion to ilie Book o f Revelation 4 is woven into a net of other allusions: 
the "se creted garden," Eden, is inseparably connect ed to an allusion to a figur e of 
speech "t he flower of my youth ," which again is partly a constructive element of the 
cliche that follows "youth and beauty." "Beauty" is put together with "beast" and thus 
forms a reference to the legend of the beauty and the beast. Among the wide variety of 
cultural allusions there are further biblical ones, for example the one to the story of the 
fall in the Book of Genesi s (cp. 2, 15-3,24 and "eat the one forbidden fruit," p. 3), or 
the one to the seven angels and their trumpets in the Book of Revelation (8,6). Another 

Book of Revelations 13, 18 "Here is wisdom. Let him that hath und ersta nd ing count the number of the beasr: 
for it is the number of a man; and his numb er is Six hundred threescore and six." 
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layer of allusions is the one made to literary pieces : "everything gone with the window 
cleaner" (p. 3) includes the title of Margaret Mitchell's famous best-seller, Gone With the 
!Vind, another well-known title is concealed in "wail whale moby dictated the out come 
into the garden maudlin" (p. 3), Herman Melville's Mo0i Dick or the IV-hite Whole. The 
sequence "what can the matternhorn piping down the valley" (p. 5) hides a part of a 
line from \v'illiam Blake's Introduction to tl1e Songs of Innocence,5 and "roast cats alive alive 
oh dear ... " (p. 5) brings into mind an Irish folksong, "Dublin's Fair City," in which a 
Molly Malone cries, "cockles and mussels alive alive oh ... " Yet another layer is that of 
familiar cliches, sayings, idioms: in "crackerjack of all trading places" (p. 3) one can 
recognise the English saying "jack of all trades, master of none," "Serve her right as 
raining cats and dogshit" (p. 4) is a peculiar version of the idiom "it rains cats and 
dogs," while the cat o' nine tails ("strike her blind alley cat o' nine tails," p. 4), the jacket 
potato ("no family life jacket potato," p . 4) and the apple pie ("Blood run cold comfort 
me with apple pie," p. 5) are as much part of the E nglish speaking culture as anything 
mentioned before. 

Such a delicate net of cultural references suggests iliat the Skriker is not an 
ordinary person, not even an ordinary fairy. She has pre-eminently the English, in a 
wider sense, ilie whole of \v'estern culture in her unconscious, and now she lets it pour 
out, lets it come to ilie surface. The clearly recognisable references are but ilie tip of the 
iceberg, what is below in the depth is everything made, every word uttered or written, 
every legend conceived, the sum of all human beings dead or alive. Probably the closest 
relative of such profundity is Carl Gustav Jung's concept of the collective unconscious 
which contains in each individual an obscure and secret corner of archetypes, ancient 
memories and fears . If the idea of such a relationship holds water, the style of the 
Skriker's speech can be characterised by the term "stream of the collective 
unconscious" and is organised in a surrealistic way by the ocean of the common 
cultural memories of mankind. 

I have alread y mentioned that the Skriker is a shapeshifter fairy, or when we 
meet her in the first scene, "a shapeshifter and death portent, ancient and damaged" (p. 
1). The contrast between this damaged figure and the one "full of energy" (p. 51) in the 
last scene is conspicuous. The road from the beginning to the end, the hard journey of 
the Skriker in the material world is not that of development, but that of a quest rather. 
It is not really a road either but a continuous struggle for something of which love is 
only one aspect. In order to be able to approach the meaning of the Skriker's 

5 "Piping down the valleys wild, / Piping songs of pleasant glee, / On a cloud I saw a child, (. .. )." \Villiam 
Blake, Complete Jl'/ritingr, ed. Geoffrey Keyne s (Oxfor d: Oxford Universi ty Press, 1972) p. 111. 
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transformation from an ancient death portent into an energetic fairy we should now 
examine the intermediary steps, the various forms the Skriker takes during the play. 

\v'hen she is described as ancient and damaged the Skriker is in the 
Underworld . From here she sets off and appears again in the next scene as a fifty-year-
old patient in the mental hospital where Josie is being treated. "She looks about fifty 
but she's I don't know maybe five hundred a million, I don't know how old these 
things are" (p. 9), says Josie to her sister, Lily. She also tells Lily that she was impressed 
by the Skriker's magic, but now she thinks there is something wrong with her. Lily does 
not ask much about this mysterious figure; she knows before the reader or the 
spectator does what sort of "thing" Josie refers to, though she questions whether the 
Skriker is a real magician or just pretends to be one. Such things happen in a mental 
hospital. But Josie tries to pass on to her sister what originally belonged to her, the 
strange vision of a strange person: "I thought maybe she could go home with you" (p. 
9). This seems to start all Lily's problem s. The Skriker feels that Josie does not love her, 
that is why she appears with a reproachful remark, "I heard that. .. You don't like me." 
Josie explains: "I'm thinking what you'd enjoy and you'd like her better than me. She's 
stronger, she's more fun. I'm ill and I think you're ill and I don't think - "(p. 9). 

The Skriker makes a last effort to persuade Josie to "keep" her, but soon 
realises that she has lost the case. In the next scene she takes the form of a derelict 
woman shouting in the street and begins to stalk Lily. First Lily gives her some money , 
but later when she cannot resist the woman's violent approach, she hugs her. Do well 
and have well: as Lily speaks one pound coins fall out of her mouth - the fairy's first 
miracle. The scene is repeated in almost the same way when Jo sie, discharged from 
hospital, meets the Skriker. The derelict woman asks for the price of a cup of tea only , 
but Josie says no. Her reward is toads coming out of her mouth when she speaks. 

At a bar of a hotel Lily meets a slightly drunk American woman of about forty , 
who is again the Skriker. The conversation starts quite innocentl y. The American 
woman, as if being from another world, asks about the way television works. In return 
she offers Lily her knowledge of how to fly, how to mak e poison s, and how to tell if 
her loved one is faithful. Lily being a simple and unedu cated young girl is of course 
unable to explain in technical terms bow a television functions, th ough she does her 
best. But it is not important at all, the Skriker only wants to make friends, she wants to 
get close to Lily, as she finally admits: "You now have one friend in Lond on . And I 
have one friend in London. Ok? Not ok?" (p. 16). When she sees that Lily recognises 
her she thinks the time has arrived to confess everything: 
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Lily, I'll level with you, ok? You ready for this? I am an ancient fairy, I'm 
hundreds of years old as you people would work it out, I have been around 
through all the stuff you would call history, that's cavaliers and roundheads, 
Henry the eighth, 1066 and before that, back when the Saxons feasted, the 
Danes invaded, the Celts hunted, you know any of this stuff? Alfred and the 
cakes, Arthur and the table, long before that, long before England was an 
idea, a country of snow and wolves where trees sang and birds talked and 
people knew we matt ered . .. 

(p. 16) 

Now the spectator learn s that the Skriker is an ancient fairy, and not only that. 
She belongs to the land and people of England whether they be English, Saxons, 
Dan es or Celts. And she is from a time when people still believed in the reality of 
fairies, when supernatural beings were as much part of everyday life as in Shakespeare's 
A Midsummernight's Dream. Although the fairy-world of Titania's and Oberon's has 
vanished the Skriker, rather anachronistically, demands a role in modern life. Not 
seeing the anachronism and its consequences at once Lily tend s to accept the fairy's 
friendship and her explanation of being here 'Tm here to do good. I'm good" (p. 17). 
When, however, the Skriker offers Lily her help, Lily has an obscure feeling that 
something might be wrong about a good fairy doing good things and backs out. The 
first temptation was unsuccessful . 

Later on Lily and Josie, now discharged from hospital, are sitting on a sofa. 
Lily feels ill, she is cold. J osie's explanation of this is that the Skriker must be 
somewhere around them ("she's cold"), but Lily will not accept an explanation of this 
kind. Yet it is her who feels the fairy in the sofa: "I can see her. Josie, see her, you 
must." And Josie replies, "She's for you now. You took her mone y" (p. 21). 

Josie is now cahn; she has managed to pass on the fairy to her sister with all 
the troubles and uneasiness . When the Skriker suddenly springs out of the sofa as a 
winged pink fairy Lily think s she is dreaming and has a nightmare. "Don't you want a 
wish, Lily" (p. 22), the Skriker asks. Lily, perhaps to test whether she is really dreamin g 
or not , wishes for flowers. An d the miracle happens, flowers fall from above. The 
Skriker is happy, she has managed to persuade Lily to hav e a wish and now she feels 
warmer. She knows she has just taken the first step towards getting hold of Lily's soul. 
Lily is still undetermined: "And if it's not a dream it's even better" (p. 22). She does not 
really know what to do with all thi s. 

The following scene is one of the key scenes of the play. The Skriker appears 
in the form of a small child. Lily shows her how to play cat's cradle . Again it proves to 
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be a bad strategy for this willingness to play shows a clear sign of Lily's intention of 
"making friends." The Skriker grows bold and now claims not only to be friends, not 
only to be loved but to be the sister of Lily's baby to be born. 

LILY : You can't really be its sister. 
SKRIKER.: I can, I can be, please let me. I want a baby, I want a baby 
brother or a baby sister. 
LILY : You'll have to ask your mum to have a bab y. 
SKRIKER.: I hav en't got a mum. Please let me be a sister. Say yes. Say yes. 
Plea se say yes. 
LILY: Yes all right. 
SKRIKER : I'll be its sister and you can be my mum. 
LILY: Who do you live with? 
SKRII<ER : Please say yes. Pretend. 

(p. 24) 

The mother-daughter-gam e is ended when Josic turns up and recognis es the 
Skriker in the small child . From this point on the fairy becomes even more violent and 
aggressive than before. Josie tries to keep her away from her sister, in vain. The Skriker 
expresses her demand for a part of Lily's life and lov e when she starts hitting Lily's 
belly. First, the young woman takes it for the child's desperate need o f attention and 
kisses her but when she starts pulling her hair Lily hits the fairy-child . \Ve have seen 
this type of scene before; in the American woman offering her help to Lily, wh o first 
tends to accept it but finally rejects it, then in the pink winged fairy trying to per suad e 
her to have a wish. Lily is und er siege. She is again and again attacked and insulted by a 
mysterious being who apparently does not ,vant anything particular except to be loved. 
It is thi s latest scene, however, which raises doubt as to wh ether the Skriker's inten tions 
are all that innocent. Hi tting Lily's pregnant belly - an attempt to kill the foetm? -
expresses th e fairy's strong wish to be the only one in her life. The themati cally similar 
scenes I hav e just menti oned are not simply mirror image s of each other; every scene 
repeats the theme of the previ ous one at a high er em otional and expr essive level. \'?hat 
is suggested in the first two is condensed in the third, th e ambiguous rela tionship of 
Lily and the Skriker . Lily is not stron g enough to reject tl1e promises she is offe red and 
she is not careless or blind enough to accept them without question. O n one hand the 
po ssibili ty of havin g so meone who fulfils all her wishes pleases her, on the other hand, 
howev er, she is still too frightened to embrac e a sup •.iatural power, the function of 
which she is not yet fully clear about. 
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\Vhile Lily is hesitating her sister is ready to join the supernatural compan y of 
the fairies. What induces Jo sie to chan ge her mind after having pas sed the Skriker on to 
Lily is her weakness, her inability to face her own fate without assistanc e. 

LILY : Josie, rem emb er what it felt like / before, don't do it. 
J OSIE: But when you've lost her you want her back . Because you see what 
she can do and you've lost your chance and it could be the only chance 
ever/in my life to -

(p. 28) 

I t is her hope that th e miraculous Skriker will somehow make her life bearable that 
Josie has in mind here. Unfortunately enough Lily int errupts her sister before she could 
explain what she actually expects from the Skriker so one can on ly guess. J osie's 
journey into the Underw orld, which follows, is a poss ible answer. 

The Underw orld "sprin gs into existence " only when the Skriker and J osie 
arrive, without them it wo uld not exist. An d the way it exists is also wo rth menti onin g. 
Churchill's stage instructi on in which she describes the Un derworld is telling: 

It loo ks wonderful except that it is all glamour and here and ther e it's not 
wo rking - some of the food is twigs, leaves, beetles, som e of the clothes arc 
rags, some of the beautiful pe op le have a claw hand or hide ous face. But the 
first impression is of a palace. SKRIKE R is a fairy gueen, dres sed grandiosely, 
with lapses. 

(p. 29) 

Ev erythin g is sham includin g the Skriker her self, who appear s to be a fairy queen 
beautifull y dressed, but she confesse s to Lily, as the Ame rican woman shortly before , 
that she is "o ne of man y, not a major spirit but a spirit " (p. 16), what is m ore, her 
wonderfu l transformation from an ancient and dama ged death portent into a fairy full 
of energ y has not yet happ ened. \Xlhen at the end of the play Lily takes the same 
journe y the Skriker as a narrator tells us how she behaved when they arrive d: 

Lily app eared like a ghastly, made their hair stand on endl ess night, their 
blood run fast. 'Am I in fairylandcd?' she wonder ed . 'No, said the old cro ny, 
this is the real world' whi rl whir wh wh what is this? 

(p. 51) 
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This is the real world, we are informed. In the "real world" there is a feast as 
Josie can see, everyone is singing and dancing, it does really seem beautiful. .At least 
until Josie is warned by a human inh abitant, a girl, who was in search of her love and 
"got lost in an orchard," not to eat anything, for it is "twigs and beetle and a dead 
body" (p. 30). The divine prohibition in Paradise against eating the fruit of the 
forbidden tree is grotesquely distorted here. Adam and Eve were kept away from the 
tree of knowledge in order that they can stay in Paradise, Josie, on the other hand, is 
expected to eat something, anything, in order that the supernatural forces can make her 
stay in the make-believe Eden. As the prohibition did not work in the case of the first 
pair, it doe s not work with Josie, either. The true nature of the unreal Eden is soo n 
revealed, the glamorous feast is followed by silence and gloom and Josie finds her self 
to be a slave. The Skriker appears to her as a monster this time. Yet, when Josie 
manages to leave her slavery and returns to the material world she feels that 
"everything's flat here like a video" (p. 38) as opposed to what she experienced there, 
among the fairies. 

The Underworld-scene is all the more important becaus e it sheds light on the 
character of the Skriker, too.Josie feels that long years pass while she is in the custody 
of the fairyland, so does the girl who warns her not to eat anything. However, on her 
return she finds everything just as she has left it. Lily is surprised to learn that her sister 
thinks she was away for a long time. "I never stopped seeing you" (p. 35), she says, 
because for her nothing really happened. If Josie is there with Lily all the time yet Josic 
still thinks she spent a whole life with the fairies it is only possible if J osie's sinister 
journey was only an imaginary one, everything took place in her mind. If so, the 
Underworld, the fairies and goblins and spirits and demons including the Skriker have 
sprung out of Josie 's disturbed mind and are real only as long as Josie wants to believe 
that they are real. She is afraid of eating in the fairyland because she believes the girl, 
and she comes back because she wants to come back. It would be a mistake, however, 
to say that the world of the Skriker does not exist or it is unreal. It does exist and it is 
real, it exists in a disturbed mind and it has a psychic reality. \'(/hat is remarkable, 
however, is Josie's (and Lily's) ability or power to have control of the time when this 
reality comes into existence . 

.After J osie's adventure the Skriker leaves the sisters alone for a while, although 
she is constantly following them from a distance . Josie's feeling that something is 
watching them is not without basis . \Vhen the Skriker turns up again, this time as a man 
of thirty, she/he explain s it to Lily: 
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SKRIKER: You meant me to follow you or I wouldn't have done it. 
LILY: I never saw you. 
SKRIKER: Unconsciously meant. Or in your stars. Some deep ... 
LILY: Oh like that. 

(p. 41) 

During the apparently peaceful time without the disturbing presence of the 
Skriker Lily has her child . She lives with Josie and suffers from her sister's strange 
ideas. Once Josie claims that Lily's baby is a changeling, the real one having been 
kidnapped by the fairie s. The only way to get her back is to put this one on a shovel 
and put in on a fire. Lily wishes Josic was not mad. So she recover s her senses for a few 
minutes but it is even worse than before. \vnat the Skriker says is perfectly true: Lily 
unconsciously wants the fairies to come back to make her miserable life better. She 
wants the fairyland. She wants to escape from her realit y. 

The Skriker now being a man "woos " Lily trying to exploit her need either of a 
fairyland or of a man. He knows that Lily needs consolation. First, he is ready to bring 
into the picture some of the factors that make modern man feel uneasy. He is eager to 
point out the consoling role of nature which \Vas available to people in earlier times but 
not to the people of today. Nowadays nobody can take comfort from nature either 
because of the unpredictable effects of global warming ("Spring will return and nothing 
will grow" ) or of other unusual met eoro logical phenomena. Then he mentions the 
show-business-like Gulf war ("I like the kind of war \ve're havin g lately. I like snuff 
movies," p. 44) only to offer himself as the only way out of the dark world of 
depression . i\ cunning, but probabl y far too tran sparent strategy. Lily says no . The 
Skriker, in a way quite unusual of him , becomes irritated. Lily feels pit y for him. He 
makes an attempt to benefit from it turning his ang er towards himself, then showing a 
touch of self-pity, a display of characteristically male behaviour: 

l'm useless, I get something beautiful and I ruin it. E,·erything 1 touch falls 
apart ... I worship you. I'm so ashamed. I feel sick. Help me. Forgive me. 
Could you ever love me? 

(p. 45) 

Th e pathetic theatrical performance is interrupted by Josie, who attacks the 
great hyp ocr ite with a knife injurin g him on the arm. But the injur y, as so man y thing s 
with th e fairies, is only a sh:un. The Skriker cannot be hurt or killed with a knife . Her 
power - to retain the feminine pronoun which denotes the original sex of the otherwise 
sexless character - lies not in the ph ysical world, so a material weapon can do no harm 

243 



I S TVA N N,\GY 

to her existence; she simply takes off the bloodstained shirt and tie, under which she 
has clean ones. 

The Skriker then appears as Mary, an old friend of Lily's. She seems to be in 
trouble, or at least she claims so: her boyfriend is going to kill her. She pleads with Lily 
to have mercy on her and to help. She seems to know a lot about Lily's childhood, the 
waste ground, the corner with the nettles, and a wall where they used to put messages. Lily, 
either because she is now suspicious or because she is tired of strange people corning 
to her and asking for help, resists. She will not help anyone. She does not care about 
anyone. The Skriker leaves, but, as she gives an account of the further events, Lily's 
soul is now disturbed and infected with a strange need: 

But she worried and sorried and lay far awake into the nightmare. Poor fury, 
she thought, pure featy, where are you now and then? And something drove 
her over and over and out of her mind how you go. 

(p. 49) 

Finally Lily gives in and goes to find the Skriker in a hospital. However, before 
going on to discuss the final scene of the play, it might be useful to stop and attempt to 
answer a question: who or what is this assertive, miraculous character, who is the 
Skriker? She is certainly not a flesh and blood figure; her world, the Underworld, and 
her entire company which includes a Kelpie, a Bogle, a Brownie, a Black Dog and many 
others belong to an imaginary sphere rather than to the material world. \Vhat Josie feels 
to be a whole life actually happens in no time. Lily's charge, "These things only come 
because of you" (p. 46), because of Josie that is, is only part of the truth. It is Josie who 
first meets the fairyworld, though not in the hospital of the second scene, so she might 
appear to Lily to be the cause of everything. However, the fact that the Skriker is 
presented before the actual plot - and the way she is presented linguistically in the 
prologue - suggests that she, the Skriker, is something more ancient and profound than 
Lily could imagine, and Josie is but a medium of a higher, or deeper, power. 

We last see Josie towards the end of the play with the Skriker, who is now a 
man again, "a shabby respectable man about forty." 
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JOSIE: She didn't know anyone. She didn't have anywhere to stay the night. I 
slipped a wire loop over her head. 
SK.RIKER laughs. 
So that'll do for a bit, yeh? You'll feel ok. There's an earthquake 
on the telly night. There's a motorway pileup in the fog. 
SK.RIKER: You are a good girl, Josie 
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JOSIE: There's dead children . 
SKRIKER: Tell me more abo ut her. 
JOSIE: She had red hair. She had big feet. She liked biscuits. She woke up 
while I was doing it. But you didn't do the carcrash. You'd tell me. You're not 
strong enough to do an earthquake. 

(p. 48) 

It is not clear enough who Josie is talking about. She could be her little daughter - then 
how is it possible that she liked biscuits and had big feet? - or she could be somebody 
else of whom we have not yet heard . Nevertheless, what Josie is talking about is a 
murd er. This would not be a valuable piece of information since we already know that 
she has killed her baby. What is important, however, is that she seems to put the blam e 
on the Skriker, who is not strong enough to make an eart hquake, but, as Josie's words 
suggest, is strong enough to do a murder. It was not me, says she, who killed, but 
somethin g in me encouraged by the Skriker. The monster, originally sleeping 
somewher e deep in Josie's soul, is thus personified, becomes a third person, and now 
being independent of her maker is able to haunt others, especially Lily. 

The Skriker bear s a frightening resemblanc e to another great tempt er of 
history, Satan, or the devil, who visits the fasting Jesus in the wilderness: 

Again, the devil taketh him up into an exceeding high mountain, and sheweth 
him all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them; And saith unto him, 
All these things will I give thee, if thou wilt fall down and worship me. 6 

The fairy visits the sisters in th e urban wilderness and in exchange for love she offers 
them a wonderful world of glamour and the fulfilment of all their wishes. Still, there is 
the que stio n where do es the Skriker-tempter come from? Does she arise from the 
disturbed mind of the bab y-killer Josie, a mental illness later affecting Lily, or is it the 
other way round: Josie kills her bab y acting on the advice of a sinister force outside of 
her, which attacks Lily, too? O r are both Josie's mental illness and this external force 
just various aspects of one and the same instinct to escape from the horrors of thi s 
wor ld and to hide away in an imaginary one, eith er arising "naturally" within, or 
generated from the outside? The Skriker might well be a symb ol of naturally develop ed 
insanity or of one artificially achieved through chemicals, alcohol or in any other way; 
in either case she produc es Paradise on Earth, a fairyland out of place - which is 
escapism in its mo st hideous sense. Any attempt at creating a beautiful and real world 

<, Malllmv, 4,8-9 
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out of the delusive material of phantasmagoria, at bringing back the allegedly good old 
times when people believed in the existence of a dreamland is abortive and 
anachronistic. Josie and Lily should face their fate, their surroundings, their lives, and 
neither of them is capable of that. Instead of trying hard to build up a future relying 
solely on the sober acknowledgement of their present they escape from the present 
thus killing the future. J osie's baby is dead. Lily's great great granddaughter is 
deformed. 

The last scene shows how Lily, finally giving up all resistance, joins the 
company of the Skriker, who, being embraced, is rejuvenated at once. Lily hopes to be 
able to save the world without being harmed, but she is unable to save herself. She eats 
the forbidden fruit, and a morsel here means everything. This is a whirlpool of desires 
- once you taste the fruit you want more. And for Lily there is no way back - she is 
"tricked tracked wracked" (p. 52). Her spoilt future is half shown on stage, half told by 
the Skriker: her granddaughter and her deformed great great granddaughter appear only 
to pour their rage upon Lily. Lily's future is not a possible one of many, the Skriker's 
laconic account of the girl's fate - she "bit off more than she could choose. And she 
was dustbin" (p.52) - suggests that this is really what happens to her after she has 
chosen the fairy-world. 

Throughout the play the figure of the Skriker appears to be an extremely 
assertive one. She is determined to force love and acceptance out of the sisters in any 
way, a goal she finally accomplishes. Her method varies from shape to shape she 
chooses to take. \'vhen she is a stranger - an American woman - all she wants from 
Lily is her attention. \'vhen she is a little girl she is after motherly care and love. In the 
form of a man she-he demands love and when she takes the form of Mary she asks for 
help. The concept of love on its own is a neutral one. The borderline between good 
and evil is dependent on what we love. The love the Skriker is so desperate to have 
seems to be the love of evil and destruction. This will probably be more conspicuous if 
we consider the role of the fairy's company. The course of the various dumb shows 
that entwines the whole play has a role similar to the subplot in Shakespeare's King Lear. 
\'vhen Gloster complains that 
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cities, mutinies; in countries, discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond 
cracked 'twixt son and father,7 

he not only refers us to morsels of obsolete knowledge or superstition but generalises 
the fate of I<ing Lear and his daughters (and also his own fate and that of his sons) 
showing that Lear's problems are not individual ones but are characteristic of a period 
in time . The "subplot" of dumb shows in The Skrik er has the same function. It 
generalises the problem, it presents us a hideous picture of a world in which an almost 
religious quest for artificial heavens is a global problem, not merely that of two young 
sisters. The human characters in the dumbshows try to find somebody or something, 
one of them with a telescope even, but when they find it they take the first step on the 
road of corruption and decay. The telescope girl, who first watches the Green Lady and 
the Bogle has a bandaged wrist after losing sight of them, the man who meets the 
Green Lad y ends up in a wheelchair, and the woman who flirts with the Kelpie is 
dismembered in the end. Everybody who is weak enough to get in touch with a fairy 
comes to grief. So do Josie and Lily. However, it would be far too easy and unjust to 
blame all the miseries on the Skriker and her company. They may appear as beautiful, 
kind and amiable beings to J osie and Lily but ultimately the choice is whether the 
sisters should embrace or reject them. They fail to make the right choice and they fall. 
Caryl Churchill is of the opinion that a playwright should only ask questions, she or he 
should not answer them. 8 If the playwright's task is to ask questions rather than to 
answer them, one of the possible questions posed in The Skriker may be: "\Vh y should 
the characters choose a fairyland instead of reality?" Or rather : ''\Vhat is reality like if it 
is better to escape even though this escape results in the physical and mental corruption 
of the characters?" The answer to this question, however, is beyond the scope of thi s 
essay - the question itself, I believe, is an important one to keep in mind when one 
goes to the theatre to watch the Hungarian production of Churchill's play,9 to which I 
hope I have managed to provide an introduction. 

7 Shakespeare, King Lear Act I, Scene 2 in: The Complete 111/orks of William Shakespeare (Lond on: Hamlyn, 
1987) p. 864. 
8 Ame lia Ho we-Kritzer , The Pl'!ys of Caryl Ch«nhi/1.· Theatre of Empowmnmt (London: l\facmillan -Houndsmills, 
1991) p. 1. 
9 The play has in fact not been produ ced yet, but thanks to Kornel Hamvai 's virtuos o translation (published 
in Laszlo Upor, ed. Holdfitry antologia - Ot mai ango! drama JThe 1\Ioonlight Anthology - Five Contemporar y 
English PlaysJ, Budapest: Eurbpa Kon yvkiadi,, 1996), the po ssibilty for us to sec the play in a Hungarian 
theatre is ther e. 
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Northrop Frye and Contemporary Literary Theory 

Northrop Frye's literary theory has been through a lot of controversy since his first 
book, Fearful Symmetry, was published. He provoked completely different responses 
from various scholars and critical groups throughout his life and his works have 
continued to elicit various opinions since his death in 1991. On the other hand, Frye's 
theory did not launch a new critical "school," and without having dedicated followers, 
it appears that he is the great loner of Anglo-American literary theory, isolated from 
other critical currents and scholars. This "loner-theory" is often coupled with a view of 
Frye which claims that he is outdated and obsolete, or as Frank Lentricchia said more 
bluntly: after the mid-sixties Frye was "unceremoniously 'tossed on the dump' [ ... ] with 
other useless relics." 1 

Nevertheless, this view of Frye is contradicted by the influence which he had 
on world-wide critical thought even in the last couple of decades. 2 Frye's presence is 
indicated by the very fact that since the mid-eighties to 1997 four volumes of essays 
and six monographs were dedicated entirely to his work. In 1991 Robert Denham 
claimed that the books, essays, dissertations and articles on Frye amounted to more 
than 1900 in all and that only between 1985 and 1991 more than 170 essays or parts of 
books were written about Frye. 3 These numbers suggest that Frye cannot be written 
off and his presence in literary criticism and theory is undeniable. 

1 Frank Lentricchia, After the New Criticism (London: l\Iethuen, 1980) p. 30. 
2 Sec Robert D. Denham, "Fi-ye's International Presence" in Alvin A. Lee and Robert D. Denham, ed. The 
Legary of Northrop Frye (Toronto Buffalo London: University of Toronto Press, 1994) pp. in'Vi-xxxii. 
3 Robert Denham "Auguries of Influence" in Robert D. Denham and Thomas Willard, ed., Visiouary 
Poetics: Essays on Northrop Frye's Criticism (New York San Francisco Bern Frankfurt am l\Jain Paris London: 
Peter Lang, 1991) p. 80. 
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However, rather then statistical statements, the real test of Frye's relevance can 
be made by setting his ideas against the latest currents of criticism. This test can be, in 
practice, supported by using the findings of Frye-criticism of the last few years, as well 
as the opinion of some important representatives of theoretical schools who see in 
Frye a theorist whose work is in dialogue with their own. This essay will examine a new 
pattern of Frye's connections in contemporary literary theory while setting out his place 
in the context of four important critical trends: myth criticism (into which Frye's 
oeuvre 1s usually classified), reader response criticism, deconstruction and cultural 
criticism. 

It is interesting to see how those who have attempted to supersede Frye still cling to his 
work. Paul Hernadi in Bryand Genre attempts to transcend genre concepts but finds the 
Anatomy of Criticism indispensable to attain such "policentric conceptual framework." 4 

Ihab Hassan seems to have distanced himself from Frye's Anatomy as early as 1963, but 
still continued to learn from Frye, as a personal letter reveals: 

[ ... ] there is no doubt in my mind that the Anatom_y of Criticism is the most 
important book in two decades; it is the kind of book that professors of 
literature of my generation must free themselves from and - as for me - kill. 
For its patron deity is r\pollo. I hope I am not sounding too unruly; I was 
thoroughly touched by your response, and I continue to learn from everything 
you write.5 

Julia Kristeva, in "The Importance of Frye," has stressed that although 
everything separates her from Frye (age, social and political experience, gender, 
different interest in language) she nevertheless underwent a "revelation" by reading 
Frye's major books, obtaining confirmation of what she proposed under the name 
"intertextuality." She learned from Frye that it "falls to the humanists and most 
particularly literary theory to defend" the \v'estern tradition against the nihilism of our 
age.<' 

For Harold Bloom, Frye served as a father-figure. His personal letters to Frye 
from the 1960s, kept in the Victoria University Library archives, Toronto, leave no 

4 Paul Hernadi, Beyond Genre: Neu; Directions in Literary Cla.w/icatio11 (Ithaca; London : Cornell University 
Press, 1972) p. 145. See also p. viii. 
5 Ihab Hassan's letter to !'rye dated September 9, 1963. [Victoria University Library, Toronto] 
<, See Julia Kristeva, "The Importance of !'rye" in Lee and Denham pp 335-337. 
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doubt about his filial attachment to Frye's works. In a letter , Bloom even suggested that 
he owed the core of his con cept of the anxiety of influenc e to Frye .7 Other letters by 
Bloom (held at the Victoria University Library, Toronto) also witness th e powerful 
influence Frye had upon his thou ghts. These hither to unpublished letter s will be 
important in terms of futur e research on Blo om, for they document aspects of the 
developm ent of Bloom's thought under the guidance of Frye. Bloom's admiration, 
however, turned int o anxiety in a few years. When Bloom published his Map of 
Misreading, he had become estranged from Frye , as if forced to proce ed on the Oedipal 
path he made up for oth er authors. He accused Frye of bein g "the Pro clus or 
Iamblichus of our day," impl ying that Frye's criticism followed the line of the two 
Gnostics who exercised the power of magic. H e also accused Frye of having achieved a 
"Lo w Church versi on" of T.S. Eliot's "Anglo-Catholic myth." 8 By 1987, howeve r, 

7 ln his lett er, Bloom wrote: "I am studying what your other remark indica res, the deepening isolation of 
the maturity, parti cularly as one feels it in th e later stages, as in Paradise Regained+ Samson, in \Vor dsworth 
from 1805 on, in Jerosalem, as well as late Stevens and Yeats. The anx iety i11 the isolatio n (1 don 't of cour se 
see anxiety as causin g the isolation) seem s to crea te an extrao rd inary kind o f impli cit, crea tive 
misinterpretation of the neare st pr ecursor or ancestral poet - in Word sworth's and Blake's Milton, Shelley' s 
Wordswor th, Yeats 's Blake and Shelley, and Stevens' the Romantic tradition in genera l. Poetic influence , as 
I have learned it from you, aspires to renew the archetype , to imitate it so fundamentally as to re-grow the 
roots of rom ance itself. Somehow tha t is crucial to the gen eros ity you call the myth of concern . But, in the 
mature isolation of th e poets who can move me most, the process seems to chan ge, and Blake for one 
needs creatively to correct J ob, l\Wton , Dante, Wordsworth. His anxiety I know is not just for himself; it is 
still part of a myth of concern, bu t I don't yet see how. " (Letter to Frye, Sept embe r 27, 1969 lVictori a 
University Library, Toront o]) 
8 More pr ecisely Bloom said the following: "No rthrop Frye, who incre asingly looks like the Proclu s or 
Iam blichus of our day, has Platon ized the dialectics of tradition, its relation to fresh creation, into what he 
calls the Myth of Con cern, which turns out to be a Low Church version of T.S. E liot's Anglo-Catholic 
myth of Trad ition and Individual Tale nt. In Frye 's redu ction, the stu dent discovers that he become s 
somethin g, and thu s unc overs or demystifies himsel f, by first being pe rsuaded that tradition is inclu sive 
rather than exclusive, and so mak es a place for him. The student is a cultural assimilator who thinks becau se 
he hasjoi11ed a larger body of thou ght. Free dom , for Frye as for Eliot, is the change, however slight, that any 
gen uine single conscious ness brings abou t in the o rder of literature simply by Join ing the simul taneity of 
such order. " See Ha rold Bloom, A Map ofM.isrcadi11g (New York: Ox ford University Press, 1975) p. 30. It is 
interesting to note her e that in T.S. Eliot. A11 fotroductio11 (Chicago and London: Th e University of Chica go 
Press, 1963, Phoe nix editio n, 1981) Frye claimed that Eliot joined the Catholic Church. In a let ter Elio t 
prot ested , saying that one does not join a church - see John Ayre , Northrop Frye: A Biography (Toronto: 
Random House, 1989) p . 291. 
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Bloom returned to Frye and claimed a central place for him in literar y the ory. In an 
interview he said: 

N ow that I am mature, and willing to face my ind ebtedness, N ort hrop Frye 
does seem to me - for all of my complaint s about his idealization and his 
authentic Plat onism and his authentic Christianity - a kind of 1\iiltonic figure. 
H e is certainl y the largest and most cruci al literary critic in the English 
language since the divine Walt er and the divin e Os car: he really is that good. I 
have tried to find an alternati ve father in Mr Burke , who is a charming fellow 
and a very p ower ful critic, but I don't come from Burke: I come out of Fryc .9 

Bloo m's return to Frye in 1987 forecast , if metaphoric ally, a renewed inte rest 
m Frye by other theori sts as well, and it suggest ed that the re-r eading of Fry e had to 
begin by adopting new perspectiv es. This new reading of Frye, as contrasted to the 
readin g in the old bo x o f myth critici sm, is undoubt edly taking place. 

MrTH CRJTIC1S1vl A 'VD OTHER CL4 S SIFICATION S 

N or thro p Fry e's method has been ofte n consider ed as "archet ypal criticism" or "myth 
critici sm" ever since he publi shed his essay on the archet ypes of literature_lO Th ere is 
no den ying that "myth criticism " is a standard term of modern critical theo ry, alth ough 
it has never been explicitly defined as a uniform concept , and anyone interested in myth 
can be referred to as a myth critic. Howev er, apart from the comm on interest in myth, 
it is not difficult to see that there are strikin g diffe rences among those who are 
gener ally classified int o tl1is group, and these diff erences are at least as imp ort ant as the 

9 l mre Salusinszky, ed ., Criti,i.fm / 11 Sotiel)·: lnten1/e1vs 1vith Jacques De,rida, Northrop /--rye, Harold Bloom, GeojJ,-ey 
l-JartnH111, rra 11k Kermode, Edivard Said, Barbara Job11so11, Fra11k Le11triccbia a11d]. Hillis A1iller (New York and 
Lon uo n: I\lc thuen, 1987) p. 62. Bloo m also expressed h is adnur ation for l' rye in the Westcm Ca11011: The 
Books a/1// School of the Acges (N ew York, San D iego , Lo ndon: I far cou rt, Brace and Co. , 1994), p. 191. 
10 Thi s is an example of a less rigid formul ation o f the sub stance of Frye's theory: "C ompreh ensive as it 
seem s to be, the the ory o f literatu re N orthrop !'rye develops in A 11alomy of Criticism is app aren tly not 
in~ndcd to pr escribe only one proper cri tical approac h [ ... [ But while th ere is a genu111cly plur alistic clement 
in Frye's think ing it is also clear that he regaru s archetvpa l criticism as pri or in 11n port ance to any ot her 
method ." Elmer Borklund, C1nrlempormy Lil ertr() Crili,s (London: St. James Press, N ew York: St. Marti n's 
Press, 1977) p. 2 14. "Th e Ar chetypes of Lit eratur e" was first pub lished in Koy o11 Re,,ie1v 13 (\Vintcr 1951) 
pp . 92-110 
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common ground of interest in myth. Thus it seems that it is a very broad category to be 
applied with a truly distinctive feature. 

There is a widespread misunderstanding in Frye's classification as a myth critic 
on the basis of his use of Jungian archetypes. It is possible, of course, to detect traces 
in Frye's literary theory which have parallels in psychological approaches to literature, 
but such parallels do not rest on his concept of archetypes. To Frye, archetypes were 
literary forms and were not connected to psychology. Frye did not need the Jungian 
theory of the collective unconscious, because for the literary critic archetypes existed in 
myths, i.e. an order of words. He often stressed that his archetypes were different from 
those of Jung, nevertheless he did not manage to disperse the Jungian veil from his 
theory. In the Anatomy of Criticism, for example, he claimed that the "emphasis on 
impersonal content has been developed by Jung and his school, where the 
communicability of archetypes is accounted for by a theory of a collective unconscious 
- an unnecessary hypothesis in literary criticism, so far as I can judge." 11 

This judgement may be challenged, as it was by Frederick Crews, who asserted 
that "even while he [Frye] has been developing an immanent and impersonal notion of 
creativity that seems to demand that very hypothesis." 12 Crews was right to the extent 
that Frye needed a hypothesis, but it was not the Jungian one. Frye did not seek the 
place of archetypes in the human psyche, in the structured world of the collective 
unconscious, but in the structured world of literature itself, therefore, his theory is 
"above" the Jungian world of the collective unconscious. Frye's own hypothesis 
claimed that literature forms a coherent unity and this hypothesis for Frye was not an 
assumption based upon another assumption. 13 

Moreover, Jung could not be the source of Frye's thought, since he first read 
Jung only in the late 1940s, when Fearful Symmetry had been completed. 14 Even then, as 
Thomas Willard has noted in "Archetypes of the Imagination," Frye "had to settle for 
incomplete and often inadequate translations." 15 If we seek the source of Frye's 
heuristic principle that all literature forms a coherent unity, then Blake is perhaps a 
better origin: Frye expanded Blake's proposition: "Every Poem must necessarily be a 

11 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism: rour Essays (Princeton, New Jersey: l'rinceton University Press, 
1957)pp.111-112. 
12 Frederick Crews, "Anaesthetic Criticism" in Frederick Crews, ed., Psychoanalysis and Literary Pro1rss 
(Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop Press, 1970), p. 9. 
11 See Frye, Anatomy of Critidsm pp. 16-17. 
14 Cf. Ayre pp. 216-217, and David Cayley, ed., Northrop Frye in Conversation (Toronto: Anansi, 1992) p. 77. 
15 Thomas Willard "Archetypes of the Imagination" in Lee and Denham p. 18. 
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perfect Unity" to incorporate all literature, a concept which became the cornerstone of 
his literary theory. Therefore , Frye's work is Jungian only in the sense that any other 
theory is Jungian if analysed from that perspective. But such an approach, if conducted 
with r easonable discriminati on, must acknowledge that Frye did not submerge in the 
world of the unconscious, but inves tigated purely its "symptoms" in culture. 

Frye did use psychological terms, like Freud's condensation and displacement, but 
always with a purel y critical content. His application o f the findings of Frazerian 
anthropology and Freudian psycholog y to literature in terms of a very strict framework 
of literary theory clearly distinguishe s Frye from mo st theorists of archetypal criticism . 
Keepin g this in mind, exclusively connecting Frye to Jung, on the other hand, is 
perhaps unjust to Freud, who as early as 1908 set up a theory explaining the 
psychological causes of creative writing and spoke of the "wishful fantasies of whol e 
nati ons." 1<• Jung himself dev eloped his theory of the collective unconscious and the 
theory of the archetypes specifically from Freud's idea that th ere are some vestiges of 
ancient experiences in the unc onscious .17 As he later recalled , it was Freud's failure to 
interpret Jung 's dreams that prompted him to reconsider Freud's theory. 18 

The use of archetype s as psychological categories by Maud Bodkin signals the 
gap between Frye and other theorists engaged in the study of myth . In Archetypal 
Pattems of Poetry Maud Bodkin used the Jungian concept of racial memory in 
det ermining her concept of archetypes, and at the same time acknowledged that 
hist orical factors had a role in the shaping of the particular archetypal variations. 
Basically, however, her concern was to explore the reader's response to the archetypal 
patt erns rather than to creat e a theory of their connections within literature, and she 

16 According to Freud, wish-fulfilment serve d as a model as well as a source for artistic prod uc ts even in 
the case of works which take their material ready-made from myths or legends: "We are perfectl y aware 
th at very many imaginative writings are far remo ved from the model of naive day-dream; and yet I cannot 
suppress the suspicion that even the most extreme deviations from that model could be linked with it 
throu gh an uninterrupted series of tran sitional cases. [ ... ] The study of the cons tructions of foll{ psychol ogy 
such as these is far from being compl ete, but it is extremely probable that mrths, for instance, are dist orted 
vestiges of the wishful fantasi es of whole nations, the secular dreams of youthfu l humanity." See Freud, 
"Creative Writers and day-dr eaming," in The Standard Edition of !he Complete P[ycho!ogica! Lf.1/orks of Sigmund 
"l:reud, Vol IX., transl. and ed . Jam es Strac hey in collaboration with i\ nn a Freud (London: H oga rth Pres s 
and the Institute of Psycho-an alysis, 1959) p. 152. 
17 See C.G. Jun g, ivlemories, Droams, &fluti o11s (London and Glasgow: Random Hou se, 1967), p. 197. 
18 See Jun g pp. 181-85. 
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anticipated with her gender oriented approach in 1934 a feminist standpoint rather than 
Frye's system of the archetypes of literature. 19 

In a similar way, Leslie Fiedler stands apart from Frye because of his 
psychosexual approach. In refutin g the New Criticism, he at tacked its treatment of 
literature as an aesthetic inquiry and instead proposed the study of universal myths. In 
his practical criticism, however, his interest was focu$ed more on the psycholo gical 
"homoerotic" reason s for the popularity of certain myths in modern American society, 
such as in "Come Back to the Raft Ag' in, Huck H oney," and was concerned with 
specific cultural mytholo gies in America, such as in Lo ve and D eath in the American 
Nove!.20 Besides the Jun gian collective memory, Fiedler also employed the Freudian 
personal unconscious, and thought that literature is born when an "Archetype " is 
affL-'<ed with an individuated "Signature," which incorporates historical and social 
dim ensions, and therefore he expanded the scop e of literature to extra-litera ry 
dim ensions. 21 

A similar gap exists between the Jungian basis of Jo seph Campbell's Th e Hero 
UJith a Thousand Fa ces, althou gh it must be mentioned that the quest myth played a 
central role in Frye too. The psychological basis of Philip Wheelright's Th e Burning 
.Fountain, with its central focus on the "sense of a beyond " serving as an in stinctual 
motive for the creation of literature was also alien to Frye. 22 

Frye's pigeonholin g as a myth critic is often accompa nied by an opposin g 
tendency to classify him as a structuralist. 23 There are some important parallels betw een 

·J<) See for exam ple Bodkin 's contemplation abou t the pre sentat ion of images o f man "related to the 
emotional life of a woman" in Anhe!yf!ul Pat/ems i11 Poet1y: Psy,hoiogical Studies o/Jmagi11atio11 (London: Oxfor <l 
Universi ty Press, 1934) p . 299. 
20 Le slie Fiedler, "Co me Back to the Raft Ag'in, Huck H oney!" in Parlist111 Revie,v 15 (1948) pp . 664- 7 1 and 
Love alld Death i11 the Amen·ca11 N ovel (N ew York: Cri ter ion Books, 1960). Ot her important works discussing 
the socio logical dimension of myth criticism are Co nstanc e Rourke's Amerim11 Humor, Hen ry Nash Smith 's 
Vir;gi11 J...,a11d, R.\V.B. Lewes ' The American Ad am, Richard C:hase's The American ]\;ovel and its Traditio// an<l 
Daniel Hoffman's Fom1 a11d Fahie in A merican Fidion (as mentioned by Vincent H. Leitch in Ame,i ca11 Literary 
Critidsm:from the 30.r lo the 80.r [New York: Co lumbia University Pre ss, 1988 1, p. 131). 
21 See Leslie Fiedler, "Archetyp e and Signature" in The Col/eded E.rsqys q/Les!ie .Fiedler (New York: Stein and 
Day , 197 1) pp. 537-539. 
22 Philip \'Vhcelright, The B11mi11g Fou11tai11: " Study i11 the Language o/ S)'lnbolism, (Bloom ington: Indi ana 
Univers itv Press, 1954) 
2·' Sec, for instance , T eren ce Hawke s' classification in Strmtumlism a11cl Semiotics (London: 1\ lethu en, 197 1) p . 
175; o r E lizabeth Freund , The Retum o/the Reader: Reader RespoJl.<e Criticism (Lon<lon: Methuen , 1987) pp. 72-
73; or Lc.:ntricchia pp. 3-26. 
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Frye and Claude Levi-Strauss in their predilection for categorisation and finding "units" 
which combine to make a wider sense of meaning, for example. However, without 
denying an element of truth in these classifications, they should be treated carefully. 
There are important differences between Frye's system as a whole and French 
structuralism, as will be touched upon later in connection with Paul Ricoeur's analysis 
of Frye. It is less problematic to say, therefore, that Frye's criticism disseminates into 
many critical directions and incorporates aspects of several critical currents in his work. 
This does not mean, of course, that Frye was an eccentric but that all classifications in 
literary theory blur important differences. 

If Frye's criticism does not proceed exclusively along the line of any of the 
major contemporary critical trends, it means at the same time that it docs show certain 
affinity to most of them. Classification of a whole oeuvre is always made from "faulty 
perspectives" because it is inherently a simplification on the one hand and exaggeration 
on the other. 24 

Eva Federmayer remarks that "Northrop Frye's Anatomy qf Criticism (1957) is 
more complex and more ingeniously synthetic than to be considered merely 
psychoanalytic; however, Freud is a great influence on shaping the concept of dianoia as 
dream or the conflict of desire and reality." 25 This statement contains an aspect which 
needs to be stressed; it sheds light on an important point without the faulty perspective 
of generalisation. 

The following pages will examine aspects of Frye's work in the light of 
contemporary literary theory. This raises the question of Frye's place in the context of 
post-structuralism, reader-response criticism, and cultural criticism. It must be 
emphasised that this paper does not attempt to classify Frye into any of the critical 
currents mentioned above; it merely tries to demonstrate that Frye's theory is open to 
be analysed from different perspectives. 

24 "Faulty perspectives" -- term borrowed from E.D. Hirsch, "Faulty Perspectives" in The Aims of 
Interpretation (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1978) pp. 36-49. The role model of such 
schematic analysis on Frye is Pauline Kogan's Northrop Frye: The Highest Priest of Clerical Obsrnra11tism 
(Montreal: Progressive Books and Periodicals, 1969), which presents Frye in the context of the class 
struggle. 
25 Eva Federmayer, Psy,hoa1wiysis a11d A111erica11 Literary Critidsm: Explorations i11 the Psyche and the Text by 
Norman Ho!la11r/, Fmleritk CreJJJs, Geoffrey Harlma11 a11d Harold Bloom (Budapest: Ei:itvbs Lc'irand U111versity, 
1983) p. 11. 
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DECONSTRUCTION 

The question of the centre that disappears with Derrida did not disappear all at once, it 
was the final station of philosophical thought concerned with questions about the 
existence of God. When Nietzsche declared the death of God, he deprived the universe 
of a definite centre, when Derrida declared the absence of the "transcendental 
signified," he shattered the idea of any frame of reference. He transformed the problem 
of the absence of a centre to every structure, most importantly to the absence of any 
definitive meaning in language, where the concept of centre, however, remained as a 
function that is never present, leaving only a trace to be endlessly chased around, to be 
perpetually "deconstructed." 

Although in a letter to Ruth El Saffar Frye implied that Derrida hardly said 
anything that he had not already said better, this was only a half-truth. 26 In the Anatomy, 
discussing literary archetypes, he was already preoccupied with the idea of whether a 
centre must exist, but rejected the Derridean answer: "Criticism [ ... ] recognizes the fact 
that there is a centre of the Order of words. Unless there is such a center, there is 
nothing to prevent the analogies supplied by convention and genre from being an 
endless series of free associations, perhaps suggestive, perhaps even tantalizing, but 
never creating a real structure." 27 

On the other hand, he also claimed that there is no "tra nscendental signified," 
or in his own words "there is nothing outside the text," but for him the text was the 
medium where the transcendental signified, the Logos, was imaginatively recreated by 
the reader. 28 This question is especially significant in his interpretation of the Bible, 
where the same principle holds true as of any other text, the centre of meaning being 
incarnated in the words, waiting to be redeemed. 

2f> In his letter of February 19, 1979, to Profe ssor Ruth El Saffar , Frye claimed this: "As for my problems in 
read ing Derrida and the rest, my primary motive in consulting them is a somew hat paranoid one of looking 
in them to see if they have sai<.l anything that I haven't said myself rather better. So far, I have found them 
of rather limited value: they write about literature but not from within literature, and their eyes always seem 
to be scanning the horiwn in quest of more promising material. But I don 't ignore the fact that peopl e are 
profoundly influenced by the question of who is in the cultural news: people will quote things from Lacan, 
who is fashionable, and be unable to see that the same point might be in Jung who is not. And my own age 
make s me vulnerable: I know that many people are ·anxious to find me out of style, and I want to show 
them, not that l still feel young , but that I sympathi ze with their attitud e." [Victoria University Librar y, 
Toronto] 
27 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism pp. 117-118. 
28 Northrop Frye i11 Co11versatio11 (Anansi, 1992) p. 29. 
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It may be said that Derridean thought simply devoured Frye's "structure" at 
once and discarded it as useless. The only response Frye could make was to show that 
he went beyond deconstruction and reached the level of construction. In a sense, Frye 
superseded Derrida and, as if participating in a quest myth, found the presence that 
Derrida had lost: 

The text is not the absence of a former presence but the place of the 
resurrection of the pre sence ... In this risen presence text and reader are 
equally involved . The reader is a whole of which the text is a part ; the text is a 
whole of which the reader is a part - these contradict ory mo vements keep 
moving into one another and back again. The Logos at the center, which is 
inside the reader and not hidden behind the text, continually changes place 
with the Logos at the circumference that encloses both .29 

Modern criticism has been essentially made up of a series of combats between 
sets of metaphors possessed by the different participant s of the critical field, each 
trying to contest different opinions by metaphoric expression. Much of the result, i.e. 
the effect of the argumentation upon the critical world, depend s on the rhetoric of 
thought conveyed. Decon structi on itself is highly metaphorical and paradoxical, even if 
it affords philosophical ideas much rather than literary images in the form of 
metaphors and paradoxes. The meta-language of literary criticism approaches the 
met aphoric language of literature through a medium of metaphor itself, thus the whole 
proc ess turns utterly paradoxical. Truth, if it exists at all, exists within this system of 
word s, since the locus of examination is itself language . Therefore, despite their 
differences, the use of metaphor and paradox is one common ground between Frye 
and Derridean critic s. 

David Cayley has observed that "Frye and Derrida in a sense represent the two 
pole s of a possible response to the modern crisis: the abandonm ent of Christianity and 
its imaginative reconstruction. " Cayley claims that to Frye the Incarnational \Vord doe s 
exist which "gives Frye's thought a serene and lucent confidence."' 0 It must be added 
that Frye's idea of God is more complicated in that it is also tied in with his concept of 
reality; to Frye, imaginative perception is always superior to simple sense perception. 

29 (__/uo ted by A C. Hamilton , J\ i odhrop /Ciye: A 11u/omy o/ l-lis C,itidsm (T oron to, Bu ffalo , London : Uni ver sity 
o fT oro nro Pre ss, 1990) pp. 2 18-219 . 
Jo Caylcy p. 29. 
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Studies on Frye often search out the ways in which Frye can be put int o 
relation with decons truction. Paul Rico eur, in "'A natomy of Criticism' or the Order of 
Paradigms," has pointed out that despite their similarity, the system present ed in the 
Anatomy is different from the idea of system emplo yed by th e Fre nch schoo l of 
structuralism. Frye's system was the result of "productive imaginati on," it did not begin 
by putting aside chronologic al and narrative features, and was in line with Kant' s 
transcendental logic.31 Analysing the four senses in which symbol is used in the four 
resp ective essays of the Anatomy, Ricoeur poin ts out that in the last symbolic phase the 
symbol is a monad, corresponding to anagogic al meaning. "By a monad Frye mean s 
imaginative experience's capaci ty to attain totali ty in term s of some centre," Ricoeur 
continues, to which the low er symbolic pha ses are subordinated. 32 He claims that 
Frye's "r easo nable" belief in the pow er of the centre is the cornerstone of hi s system, 
but raises the que stio n of whether the Anato71!y can absorb "phenomena of deviance, 
schism and the death of paradigm s," which constitute the other side o f the problem , 
for these also exist in literature. 33 Thus , Ricoeur leaves the question ope n. 

As opposed to the view of Frye as a scholar dedicated to structur es, Michael 
Dolzani thinks that Frye's constant juggling with the question of anato my and satire 
indicates his sceptical attitude towards all structures, which came to light in th e form of 
his "general relativi zation of value judgements." 34 This detachment from all systems is 
what connect s him to post-structurali st thinkers . Dolzani counters the validity of the 
deconstructionist view about the absenc e of the presence, and indicat es that the core of 
Frye 's construction of Blake' s conception of knowledge was that "nothing can be real 
that is not present to perception" and " If there is no pr esence , there is no present 
either." Therefore, in the final analysis Dolz ani reveal s that alth ough Fry e and th e 
deco nstructionists have thin gs in common, this clearly separat es Frye from their 
thought. 35 

It is also interestin g to examme Frye's interpretation in terms of 
psychoanalytical form s of decons tructi on . As Ross Woodm an dem onstrate s in "Fry e, 
Psychoanal ysis and Deconstruction," the main distinction lies in their differ ent working 

31 Paul Ricocur, "'A natomy of Criticism' or the Order of Paradigms" in E. Cook, C. Hos ek, J. tvlacpherson, 
P. Parker and J. Patrick, ed., Ce11tre a11d LLf:yriJ1tb: Essqys iN Ho11our ofN01throp Frye (Toro nto Buffalo London : 
Unive rsity of Toro nt o Press, 1983) p. 2. 
32 Ricoeur p . 10. 
33 Ricoeur p. 13. 
34 Michael D olzani, "N orthro p Frye and Contemporary Criticism" in Coo k, Ho sek, et al. p. 61. 
35 See Dolzani p. 62. 
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hypothesis concernin g the origins of literary language. For Frye , literary language 
originates in the Logo s, or the Word, whereas for many deconstructionists (Derrida, 
Lacan, Kristeva and de Man) literary language takes its origin "not in spirit, but in 
flesh."% Frye's theory is thus father-oriented, patriarchal, and not biological, mother-
oriented. For Frye, th e literary text mirrors the unity of the Word, whereas for the 
deconstructionists it represents fracture and dismemberment, a sense of the breaking 
of the infant's pre-Oedipal bonding with the mother 's body, as described in Kristeva's 
Desire in Language.17 Frye's autob iographical remark that his lifelong effort was to make 
logoc entric sense of the Bible as opposed to his mother's literalist reading represents 
the struggle of the Logos to transform the mother image . To Woodman, the battle 
within Fr ye was triggere d between " the fathering of the word as the operations of 
Logos and the mothering of the word as relaxation and play," which, as must be 
men tioned , seems nonsense in the light of the fact that what Fry e was stru ggling to 
achieve was a sense of liberati on from the uniformi ty of literal meanin g which did not 
allow too much play and relaxati on to bec ome activated.-18 

Wo odman' s essay, however, contains some even more dubi ous statem en ts as 
well. It end s by claiming that deco nstru ctio n doe s not destroy Frye's logo centric system 
but "c omplicates its dynamic and, more importantly, release s it from the closure which 
otherwise as a system continues to threaten its ongoing life."·19 rvforeover, \Xloo dman 
quotes Frye as empha sising the import ance of recognition rather than rejection 10 

critical theory to show that Frye hailed deconstruction as "a contrary nec essary to 
critical pro gress ion." 411 But Frye did not ·welcome deconstruction so cordially and, in 
the final analysis, he called for the exact oppo site of deconstruction: coherence in 
critical thou ght which attains a level of incorporation and interpenetration rath er than 
rejection and isolation. 

In contrast to the bias of \X/oodman 's essay, E leanor Coo k discovers 
somet hin g tru ly essential about the use of rhetorical figures in Frye and the 
cleconstructionists. Exam inin g the hist ory of the concepti on of the riddle, she finds 
that while deconstruction decons truct s ever ything , the only thin g it does not 
deconstruct is the riddle itself, whic h always rema ins unanswered. In opposition to this 

V, Ross \Voodma n, "Fry e, Psychoanal ysis and Deconst ructi on " in Lee and Denham p . 316. 
37 Woodman p. 319. 
38 Woodman p. 322 . 
.',') \Vuo dman p . 323. 
40 l'rye has said that "critic ism become s more sensible wh en it realizes that it has not hing tu do with 
rejectio n, only with recogniti on ," <]UOted by \Vo odma n p. 324. 
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stands the Pauline riddle of hope, which is end-directed and provides a definite vision. 
Whereas riddle in deconstruction is Oedipal and moves downward to darkness, the 
Pauline riddle of logocentrism mov es towards light and revelation, it clarifies the 
obscure ("For now we see through a glass darkly; but then face to face").41 The 
importance of Cook's distinction between the two main diverging aspects of the riddle 
in deconstruction and logocentrism cannot be overemphasised, nor can it be denied 
that the quest myth had a central place both in Frye's archetypal system and in his 
personal critical pursuit. St Paul was also the archetype for Frye that led him towards 
the concept of love, which exceed s philosophy in the same ways as anagog y exceeds 
meaning in a vision of truth. 

READER-RESPONSE CRITICISM 

Frye' s connection with reader response criticism seems more evident than his points of 
attachment to deconstruction. Forms of reader -response criticism define the 
interpretative act as a process of communication which to some extent removes the 
distinction between text and reader, and thus incorporates the deconstructionist 
rejection of the subject-object binar y opposition. Although defining the exact 
conception of a movement is hardly possible, it is generally accepted that 
Rezepti onsasthetik dates back to Hans Robert Jauss' inaugural lecture given in 1967. 
Jauss replaced literary biography for literary historiography and posited the perceiving 
consciousness at the centre of interest , paving the way for Wolfgan g Iser, his colleague 
at the University of Constance (hence the "Constance School" ), to further elaborate the 
role of the reader in the understanding of texts . In North America, form s of the 
corresponding "reader-response" criticism evolved for the mo st part independently 
from the German scholars (including also Karlheinz Stierle) until the 1980s, where it 
took on various forms of structuralist, rhetorical, ethical, subjectivist and 
psychoanal ytic approache s in the work of Jonatl1an Culler, Stanley Fish, E.D . Hir sch , 
Jr., Da vid Bleich and N orman Holland, respectivel y.42 

Frye's romantic emphasis of recreation which he extended to th e reader's 
construction of meaning in the text clearly shows similarities with the main principles 

41 See Eleanor Coo k, "The !·unction of Riddles at the Present Tim e" in Lee and Denham pp. 326-334. See 
also Elean or Cook , "Riddl es, Charms and Fiction" in Cook, Hosek, et al. pp. 227-244. 
42 See Elizabeth Schellenb erg's distinctions in Irena R. l\Iakaryk, ed., Emyclopaedia of Contemporary Literary 
Theory: Approa,hes, Scholars, Terms (foronto Buffalo London: University of Toront o Press, 1993) pp. 170-
174. 
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of reader-response criticism. His place in the Romantic tradition has been thoroughl y 
examined in critical writin gs on him in the 1990s, but recent studies on Frye do not 
dedicate the same emphasis to Frye's work as a type of reader oriented system. 43 

Excep tions exist, such as Tib or Fabiny's The Lion and the Lamb, which places "typol ogy 
in th e context of reader-re sponse criticism," and thu s Frye's typological thinking is also 
placed on that horizon. 44 A.C. Hamilton calls attention to th e correlation between F1ye 
and reader oriented approaches by quoting Frye: "the literary critic of 1980 find s 
him self in the mid st of a bewildering array of problem s which seem to focus mainl y on 
the reader of the text ," and explains that "such problem s are not bewildering to him, 
because he has always emphasised the reader 's response to literature." 45 Frye was 
indeed preoccupied with th e problem of the reader and formulated his view in Creation 
& Recreation: "Every reader recrea tes what he reads: even if he is reading a letter from a 
personal friend he is still recr eating it into his own person al orbit," 46 however, he was 
disappointed by the sterility he found in literary theory: 

in the last few year s, the old simple image at the heart of hum ane studies, of 
somebod y reading a boo k, has beco me as complex as a Duchamp painting. 
T he reader is a convention alized poetic fiction ; the ac t o f reading is the art of 
reading something else; the hist ory of literature records on ly pangs of 
misprized texts. 47 

When discussing Frye's connections to reader response theory, mention mu st 
be made of his sudden experiences of insight, which occurred to him several times 
durin g his life, and which grea tly affected his critical thought. He experienced one of 

43 Recen t enquirie s on l' r)'e and Romantici sm go beyond the well-known Blake-l'rye nexu s and explore 
other relations. See, for example , lmr e Salusinszki's "Frye and Romanticism" in Visio11ary Poelfrs and 
Monika Lee, "Shelley's '/\ Defence of Poetry' and Frye: A T11eory of Synchronicity" in Lee and Denham 
pp. 190-200 . In the same collection of essays, Helen Vendler, Jos eph Adamson, Michael l'isher also engage 
in exploring different aspects of !'rye's relation with Romanticism and Romantic authors. 
44 Tib or l'abiny, The Lion a11d the Limh: .Figura/ism a11d 1"1tlji!me11t i11 the Bih!e, A rt and Literature (New York: St. 
i\lartin 's Press, 1992) p. xii. 
45 Hamilton 218. 
4<, Northrop Frye, Crealio11 a11d Recreation (Toro nto Buffalo Lon don: Un iversity o f To ro nto Pre ss, 1980) p . 
65. 
47 Northrop Frye, "Teachin g the Humanities Today" in Divisions 011 a Ground· Essays 011 Ca11adi,111 Cultttre 
(I'oron to: Anansi, 1982) p . 94. 
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the first insights of this type as a graduate student, preparing for a seminar paper on 
Blake's Milton. As he later recalled: 

It was around three in the morning when suddenly the universe just broke 
open ... [It was] the feeling of an enormous number of things making sense 
that had been scattered and unrelated before. [ ... ] Fearful S]mmetry, for 
example, was started innumerable times, but the shape of the whole book 
dawned on me quite suddenly one night. And the same thing happened once 
when I was staying in the YMCA in Edmonton, where I was for very dubious 
reasons reading Spengler's Decline of the !Pest, and I sudc',enly got a vision of 
coherence. That's the only way I can describe it. Things began to form 
patterns and make sense. 48 

In The Double Vision Frye even claimed that he spent "the better part of 
seventy-eight years writing out the implications of insights that have taken up 
considerably less than an hour of all those years." 49 In the light of this, it is 
understandable that Frye stood aloof from sterile theories about reader and text. His 
own theory was made out of personally experiencing, not merely conceptualising, 
literature. He was a "living" reader, as it were, not an "implied" one. He had to 
"participate" in literary texts before he could express his theory of literature. In !f7ords 
1vith Po1ver, Frye quotes Bertrand Russell who said that behind every large system there 
1s a less complicated "crude" system that directs it. 511 Frye's core system, which lies 
buried in his metaphoric language, definitely derived from his experience of reading 
literature, which rendered the "large" system of his typological-intertextual criticism. 
His hypothesis of coherence in all literature, and in literary theory as a goal to be 
achieved, thus derived from his moments of revelation (at least as much as from 
reading Blake, which has been suggested abm·e, although the two aspects may be 
inseparable). 

Although in a sense Frye has an overarching reader-response universe, only his 
response has been investigated so far, and its origin as the reader's perspective has been 
neglected. It is the magnitude and the intricate network of the system constructed from 
his personal experience of encountering literature which explains that the Romantic 

48 Caylcy pp. 47-48. 
49 Northrop Frye, The Double Vision: Lan,gt1c{ge a11d i'vlea11i1{~ i11 Re!,gio11 (Toronto Buffalo London: University 
of Toronto Press, 1991) p. 55. 
SO Northrop Frye, !Fordr 1vith Poiver: Bei11g 1.1 Second StHdy o/ 'The Bible a11d Liten1ture" (l'engum Books, 19')0) p. 
150., see also Cayley pp. 95-96. 
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concept of recreation in this context has been out of focus in Frye-criticism, and little 
attention has been paid to the fact that what loomed behind the system was the 
individual reader's subjective perception that preceded the knowledge of the scholar. 

However, correlations with reader response may be set up on th e level of 
Frye's theory as well. Apart from Frye's view of the reader in Creation & Recreation 
mentioned above, Jonathan Culler's notion of "literary competence," revealing the 
structure of literature, is a common ground of Frye and reader-response criticism, 
especially if Frye's work is interpreted as an attempt to establish the equivalent in 
literary theory of Saussure's concept of "la langue" and Chomsky's "competence, " as 
Rob er t Denham has suggested. 51 

It is also po ssible to refer Frye to the less structure-centred and more 
individual oriented type of reader-response criticism of David Bleich on the ground 
that both Frye and Bleich started from the Romantic belief that what is real is largely 
the construction of human perception, even though Frye did not go as far as Bleich's 
views about the reader's psychological responses to the text. 52 

CUL TURAL CRITICISM 

Frye as a social critic is the theme of a number of analyses the se days and the 
discussion here will largely draw on the findings of Frye-criticism on this issue . 
Jonathan Hart correctly claimed that "In no work is Frye a critic who turns from the 
world," although it must be added that social concern was not pr esent in all of his 
work s with equal weight. 53 Frederick Jameson, too , emphasised the cultural dimensi on 
of Frye's th eory , which he believed distin guished Frye from myth criticism: 

The greatnes s of Frye, and the radical difference between his work and that of 
the great bulk of garde n-vari ety myth criticism, lies in his willingness to raise 
the issue of community an<l to draw basic , essentially social, int erpretati ve 
con sequence s from the nature of religion as collective representation. 54 

51 See Jonat han Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Struduralism, LJ11guistics and the Study of LJterature (Ithaca : Cornell 
University Press, 1975) p. 118 an<l Denham, "An Anatom y of !'rye's Influenc e" in Review ofC a11aclia11 Studies 
Vol. 14 (Spring 1984) p. 3. 
52 See David Bleich, Subjective Criticism (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1978). 
53 Jo nathan Hart, N orthrop Frye: The Theoretical Imagi11alio11 (London and New York: Routledge, 1994) p 6. 
54 Fred erick Jameson, The Political U11conscious: Narrative as a Sotially Symbolic A ct (Ithaca , New York: Cornell 
University Press, 1981) p. 69. 
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A thematic grouping of Frye's works can point out that The Modern Century, The Critical 
Path, Spiritus Mundi, Northrop Frye on Culture and Literature, The Bush Garden, Divisions on a 
Ground and the posthumous Mytho!ogizjng Canada take their primary subject matter from 
C?Utside literature and their attention is concentrated on the broader aspect of culture. 
Criticism of Frye as a social or cultural thinker falls largely into two main sub-groups, it 
either discusses culture and politics in general or in the specific Canadian context. 

Hayden \Vhite characterises Frye as "the greatest natural cultural historian of 
our time [ ... ] a theorist of culture and renovator of humanistic studies" and points out 
that contemporary practitioners of cultural studies have not examined Frye from this 
perspective thoroughly enough. 55 According to Hayden White, Frye's historic view of 
culture and society was not a simple cyclical or linear concept, but comprised 
continuities and interanimations through which what is repeated and recollected from 
the past is redeemed and awakened to a new life. This requires the "idea of 
nonpurposive purposiveness, in order to be able to say that both literature and 
criticism, and finally culture itself displayed evidence of the kind of progressive closure 
with reality as that promised in the Book of Revelations." 56 This is an important part of 
Frye's typological thinking in The Great Code and W7ords 1/Jith Pol/Jer. 

Eva Kushner looks into Frye's historic concept within the literary universe and 
challenges views which see Frye's system as ahistoric. In "Frye and the Historicity of 
Literature," Kushner shows how Frye's archetypal theory is full of movement and 
vibration, revealing a concept of historicity: "Frye's literary system manages to 
incorporate time without isolating any part of the system in a temporal ghetto." 57 

Kushner refers to the distinction between "histoire litteraire" and "histoire de la 
litterature" and claims that Frye was engaged in the latter, that is in the unfolding of 
literature itself and not in the history of writers and institutions. 

As regards Frye's specific writings on Canadian literature and society, Frye is 
seen today as an important contributor to Canadian cultural development. There is, 
however, a very important theoretical issue arising with respect to his writings on 
Canada. As Branko Gorjup notes, some critics call into question his protectionist 
attitude towards Canadian writing. There is a discrepancy 

55 Hayden \Vhite, "!'rye's Place in Contemporary Cultural Studies" 111 Lee and Denham pp. 30-31. 
56 Hayden White p. 34. 
57 Eva Kushner, "Frye and the Historicity of Literature" in Lee and Denham p. 296. 
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between Frye's 'international' criticism, with its pr edilection for abstraction, 
systematization and univ ersalizatio n - best represented by his Anatom_y of 
Criticism, The Great Code: The Bible and Llteraltm and Words with Power - and his 
'domestic' criticism , espousing literature's mimetic and non-autonomous 
status - as collected in The Bush Garden, Divisions on a Ground and in the present 
vo lume [i.e. Mythology in Canada]. 58 

Analysing Frye's "Canada and its Poetry " (1943) , Eli Mandel observed that 
Frye was str angely preoccupi ed with the geographical and political aspects of literature 
much m ore than with the literary context of Canadian literature. 59 This environmental 
determi nism appears in Frye's "Conclusio n" to the Llterary History of Canada. Therefor e, 
the question arises wheth er Frye did not play favouritism with Canadian writing by 
det achin g it from the "internati onal" standard. Accordin g to Gorjup, there are at least 
two ways in which this patronising attitude can be explained. One is represented by 
McCarthy, who believes that Frye goes back to a traditi on of nation-building, which 
started in the middle of the nin eteenth century. In this view, the autonomy of literatur e 
is dismi ssed and is subordinated to th e pragmatic goal of promoting national culture . 

Another explanation is provided by Linda Hutch eon, from a postmodcrn 
perspective. Hutcheon rejects the "modern" totali sing position "to synthesize 
disinterested aesthetic criticism with socially consciou s hum anistic criticism" and 
instead proposes to accep t th e tens ion as a typical postm odern stance and to see it as 
productive, displaying Frye' s "both/and thinking, offerin g both a theory of archetype s 
and th e autonomy of art and a theory of the 'rootednes s' in social, political, economical 
and cultural terrain." 60 

It is interesting to see how criticism of Frye from the postmodern view of 
fragme nt s uses his synthesi sing th eory. Frye advocated an inte gra ting attitude 
represented by "both / and" as oppose d to "either / or," and this seems to suit a whole 
range of int erpre tation s of his critical wor k. Frye 's integrating concept of "both / and," 
together with the feature of his criticism that it repre sen ted a vision of literature and life 
rat her than asserted his explicit opinion , gives rise to var10us kinds of approaches to his 
,vork. However, there wer e questions which Frye did no t and could not synthesise: he 
said that it is not possible to have "a literal-descriptive dimension along with a spiritual 

58 Northrop Frye, 1'vlytho/o<~izi11g Ca11ada: Er.rap 011 the Ca11adia11 Litm 11y Imagi11alio11, ed . Branko Gorjup (Lega s: 
N ew York , Ottawa , Toronto , 1997) pp . 9-10. 
59 Sec Eli i\ landd "No rthrop l'r r c and the Cana dian Literary Tradit ion " in Coo k, ll o~ek, et al. p . 289. 
(,0 Linda Hutcheon, "Fry e D ecoded" in Lee and Denham pp. 112- 114. 
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[double] vision," because the passive vision would destroy the active on e.<•1 

Hutcheon's analysis shows that Frye can be read from a postmodern point of view . 
Nevertheless, to resolve a contradiction by accepting the very principle of contradiction 
is not quite correct, since it only rever ses the modality traditionall y attached to unity 
and discrepancy. The underlying thought of Hutcheon's essay is that if Frye's ideas 
contain contradictions, discrepancies or "tensions," all the better from the po stmodern 
perspective. Hutcheon asks: "What would feminist or gay, socialist or conserva tive, 
native or black or i\sian writers make of Frye's distinction between the 'rhetorical' and 
the 'poetic' [ .. .]"? The question sounds rather provocative, and its vision of a frame of 
casts would probably astonish Fry e. 

Nevertheless, although the departmentalisation of culture was not Frye's own 
theory and his literary criticism can be perhaps more reasonably analysed by adopting 
his heuristic principle of cohesion and unity, the possibility of the po stmod ern 
perspective (including the less radical kind provided in David Cook's, Northrop Frye: A 
T/is ion of the Ne 111 Wor!a) should not be rejected for that reason. Frye's wo rd s about T.S. 
Eliot apply to Frye as well: "The greatness of his achievement will finally be 
understood, not in the context of the tradition he chose, but in the context of the 
tradition that chose him." 62 At present it seems that Frye's own work is chosen by 
various traditions, perhaps because of its powerful ability to enter into dialogue with 
diverse, often opposing, views of literature and culture . 

Frye presented a humanised vision of the world, a spiritual universe and did 
not argue and assert but showed something which, once having been internalised by his 
readers, transforms them to recr eate what he had tried to achieve. It cannot be claimed 
with certainty that Frye's critical work is a model on which critical thought will proceed 
in the future and that Frye will be the archetype of future literary theory, but in a sense, 
through his visionary th eory, he has superseded language-boundness that modern 
theory is still stuck in. One thing can hardly be denied : Frye's work belongs to the 
eternal here and now of western culture. 

61 Northrop Frye, The Double Visio11 p. 72. 
<,Z North rop Frye, T S. Eliot: A 11 folrocfuc1io11 p. 99. 
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The Boundaries of the Stage 

Peter Nadas: Bun·az 

Burial is p erhaps P eter Nada s's most complex play: the difficultie s critics face when 
th ey want to assign it to stylistic and generic categori es, regardin g its irony, self-
reflexive structure and them e (as it is also a play about th e poss ibiliti es o f theatre), are 
reflected in their int erp retativ e experim ent s that often gains ay one another. 

Th is essay is in tended to give an oYerview of Nada s's play based on th e points 
o f view that I find th e mos t relevant: its relati onship to th e dramati c traditi on and its 
ow n age; th e questi ons it raises about honesty, the construc tion and th e acce ssibility of 
th e self; th e self-refl exive character and structur e of the play; the p art s that reflect on 
the natur e of the theatre; its connecti on to myths and rites; and finally, the way the se 
latte r are reflected in wha t the Burial tells us about society, the po ssibili ties of 
com munic ation, and the relati on ship of power struc tures and the sexes . 

Burial is mos tly about itself and the th eatre. This essav examin es ho w it reflects 
itself, and how it thro ws ligh t upon the techn iques and pro blem s o f interpr etation , 
res ponse, and assign ing mean ing. 

f. "IF A T L EAST THERE IF ER E SOME R ULES, / 1\JD lf?E HAD TO FO LLOW" T HEAJ 

EXACJ L Y' " 

The tradi tiona l medi um of Nadas's stage is mark ed out by Jean Gen et, Samu el Beckett, 
J anos Pilin szky , In gma r Bergma n's film stage, Ch ekho v's comed y theatre, the 17th 

century Frenc h Christ ian plays (inasmu ch as th e conflict of the dra ma 1s no t in action 
but in dictio n , in languag e - Burial is part ly ab out the possi bilities of spe aking abou t 
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something), and archaic rituals. 1 Some critics define its place as one "in the field of 
Hungarian absurd" 2: it is the projection of states of the mind and emotions like fear 
and anxiety because of the impossibility of human relations. Another definiti on 
contradicts this probably oversimplifying point of view, and says that Burial "is not 
naturalist, not symbolist, not surrealist, not absurd, and not comical in the Dantean or 

· Aristotelian sense of the word." 3 This series of negative definitions, if true in itself, 
seems to be too general. Such state ment s do not consider the method s by which, and 
the extent to which, the play still relies on the above menti oned traditions, nor how it at 
the same time confines its own limits. 

Nadas's play does stand close to the absurd in that it reflects on a crisis - even 
if it is a crisis that is beyond the absurd. The theatre of th e absu rd aimed not to get out 
of the crisis that it conceiv ed as basically human, but to live the crisis in its totality . 
Although with a paroxysm that is more sedate than that of the absurd, Burial also turn s 
agains t itself many times, but it is beyond being anti-theatrical as well. Another 
characteristic that refer s to the theatre of the absurd is tha t Burial also dissolv es 
dramatic conflict, plot, dialogues and characters. As Beckett's plays were intended to be 
the end plays of theatre , Burial is also about the end of the theatre , or rather one kind 
of theatre and way of recepti on. 

Burials being beyond the absurd is also revealed in that it questions what the 
human is: it turns away from depicting the subject not because it has an abhorrence of 
its manifestations, but because it has to examine what the sub ject is, and whether it is 
possible to examine and talk about it in the language of drama. However, Nadas heavily 
relies on the tradition of the absurd in the way he mixes the tones of speech, the 
sounds of ironic jest and mystic drama. 

In absurd plays, the characters are far removed from the traditional reali stic 
theatr e in Europe: the y are emphaticall y aimless, or set aims that are kno wn to be 
unreachable from the beginning. In absurd plays like in Beckett's Godot, the lack of plot 
expresses the monoton y of time and the repetitions in human matters . This is also 
more self-conscious in Bunal: here the actors' impossible (yet necessary) game-attempt s 
are fitted into this patt ern, and another level of monotonous repetitions is their 
reflection on these attempts. 

Burial holds a mirror to itself, speaks about its elf: it is a play in which two 
actors are on the stage, strivin g with the possibilities of speech and roles, and then, 

1 Peter Balassa, "O pera es kom edia" in A flf{fSik sz!11haz (Budapest : Szepirodalmi, 1989) P· 171. 
2 Er-.,sebct Ezsaias, Mai magyar drama (Budapes t: Kossuth, 1986) p. 22 1. 
3 L. !Vlesz, S zit1terek (Budapest: Korona, 1995) p. 440. 
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after taking different roles upon themselves, they discuss why it is useless to play, 
although they do not have any other choice, because discussion is also part of the 
game. The mirror-game makes the spectators direct their attention to what is beyond 
what is said: the play in this respect follows the tradition marked out by Chekhov and 
Pinter. The two characters in the Burial talk to each other because if their language is 
common , their reality can also be common, and a common reality is just what they try 
to create. Their very first sentences are about defining their position. (ACTRESS: "Are 
you too in it?" ACTOR: "Are you in it, too?" 4) They usuall y adhere to the significance 
of their common reality and the making of this reality. They suppose this when they 
talk to one another: this is what gives such a tension to a scene when one of them will 
not talk. Remaining silent, one disregards their connection, takes the feeling of reality 
away from the other. (It is especially emphasised by the blindfold scene, when the 
Actress does not answer the Actor's questions, and the i\ctor, while seeking and feeling 
for her, recognises that he is unable to switch off his thoughts , it is impossible not to 
think of anything for a long time, yet it is this situation in which he questions the 
existence of his own thinking being most strongl y: "I am playing that I am doing this 
gesture, right now . I am playing that I am telling this sentence, right now. And is it no t 
me if I say, if I do what others have imagined about me? This lie is what I play. And 
this is also a thought." (pp. 274- 75). Language does not refer to the structure of 
relationship between to persons, but creates this relationship .5 

This is why it is of such a basic significance for them to clarify their position, 
to explore the possibilities of speech. This is what makes the Actor long for ease, relief 
from the burden of the task when he says: "If at least there were some rules, and we 
had to follow them exactly." And then, while they are talking without paying attention 
to each other, the Actor draws the conclusion that they are free , while the Actress is 
talking about her nightmare, a situation in which one has the least liberty: she is 
standing on the stage or in a classroom and cannot utter a word. The y both move away 
from freedom. The Actor wants boundaries, while the Actress tries to avoid speaking 
about it by describing her dream. They both find calmness in it, after a more exaltedly 
despairing part. The Actress reflects on their situation, somewhat resolving the feeling 
of emptiness which they have got to: "But now I have grown stiff in this." The Actor 
keeps luring himself: "This is why I've told we arc free. And this is, after all, enou gh. 

Peter Nada s, Temetis in Peter Na<las, Szintir (Budapest: 1\Iagvet6 Kiad o, 1982), pp. 200-201. Reference s to 
this edition of the play will be henceforth indicated in the text. Th e tran slations of guotation s from 
Hun garian texts arc mine throu ghout. 
' Quigle y, The Pinter Problem (Princcton, New Jer sey: Princcton University Press, 1975) p. 135. 
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( ... ) We have nothing but we can do anything with it." This absurdly empty, senseless 
claim while looking for "the basic rule" takes the two of them to no t doing anything 
again: they breathe, run circles, live. Knowing that after a search like this comes 
happiness and fear. The deeds of the absurd figure are accompanied by anxiety and 
existentialist experiences. Yet anxiety only exists in traces in Burial, ironically : the Actor 
talks about the possibilities of freedom at a time when this question is not raised in this 
way by the reader and literary works - Nadas's play is partl y about depicting an absurd, 
ironic picture of the absurd character. 

One aim of the absurd and post-absurd theatres of protest is "pure 
theatricality": creating model situations with schematicall y charac terised prota go nists, 
introducing general human gestures. Burial also uses this tradition and can be 
interpreted partly in this, as the figures of the Actor and the Actress are emphatically 
impersonal, even regarding their outlook, yet it also has links to reality: the characters 
of the ritual play live in an explicitl y historical space, in the Hungary of the 1970s - the y 
have a definite age and pre-hi sto ry. Both aims (that of impersonality and perso nality) 
are present in Bunal. 

As for the spectator-interpreter, the play expects her to make a similar doubl e 
movement. Not only Btm"al but also the audience is beyond the absurd. And no t only 
the play but also the reader treats some questions , answers, or simpl y the possibility of 
raising some questi ons, with a certain amount o f irony . Similarl y, the play and the 
spectator move together when they face traditional and already rejected questi ons again 
and again , and then radically distance themsel ves from these. Nadas plays with two 
different codes of interpretation in Bmia/: the stage appears as the wo rld, a space which 
cannot be continued, a phantasm world in \vhich the spectator 's desire fo r realism 
seems to be unneces sary and ridiculou s - the very fact that striving to create the history 
of the two characters and to give a story to them, s/ he believes the frameworks tha t 
have been o ffered. It is the basically realist, morali st, and word-bounded natur e of the 
\v'estern drama that Nadas criticises. He plays with this tradition knowin g that he 
stands in it, just as the reader or spectat or doe s. Burial is about a crisis: the crisis o f th e 
subject, its possibilities that have been seen as real in our culture, and about the crisis of 
talking about itself. The play fits into many different dramatic traditions, it can be 
related to man y kind s of the atrical endeavours. But it diff ers from them in a basic 
factor of in terpretati on: the reader /s pectato r has to reflect on these traditions as parts 
of the past, and also raise the l)Uestion as to what extent it is possibl e and worthwhile 
to approach it with th e questi ons she ha s been used to, and to what exten t it is possible 
to ask ne w question s. Na das plays with a basic constituent of recepti on: the horizon of 
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expectation. As soon as the spectator finds the weakest position of resistance and 
adheres to the realistic tradition of the stage, creating pre-histories for the actors, or 
accepting the stories they offer, the "honest" scene turns out to be an experiment, a 
role play. Still, the spectator keeps returning to the former expectations, according to 
which the actors (as characters) stand as "real" subjects in front of her. 

The interpreter of Burial also has to question the way we watch a play today: 
what possibilities writing and reception have after the illusionary theatre of naturalism 
and the abstract-alienated theatre, how the play merges these into itself and terminates 
them while reflecting on their lack, and not only on the lack of these forms, but also on 
that of preconditions that have stood beyond them, like the unity of the individual, the 
possibility of role playing, the existence of truth, love, freedom, self-determination or 
acceptance of being directed, volition, being ruled, the "elementary complicity," 6 the 
making up of the rules: our transcendental concepts. 

JI. 'THE PROBLEM MAY BE THAT I SEE. I CONST.A.l\'ILY SEE THAT W'E ARE" 

The Actor and the Actress, while playing their roles, sometimes insist on being 
"honest," or being honest in their roles. The Actress draws the conclusion that it could 
not be otherwise: 

ACTRESS: Do you think we should not involve ourselves? 
ACTOR: Why are you asking that? 
ACTRESS: Because you are resisting. 
ACTOR: You do it insidiously, and this hurts my moral sensitivity to a certain 
extent, but if it wasn ' t about me, I would say it was not without interest. 
ACTRESS : \Xle've brought our own body here. 
ACTOR: It is trained . 
ACTRESS: \X'e are still talking about ourselves, whatever we do against it. 
ACTOR: This has its boundaries, too. 
ACTRESS: There's no text now. And there's no scenery. Only this prison 
garb. 
1\CTOR: This is what we have to play. 

(pp. 246-47) 

The text turns on its back again here: the actors arrive at the notion that they have to 
play "honesty" - "as if it was not as if." But docs not playing that one is not playing 

<, Peter Nadas, "Vagyunk" in Nizotir (Budapest: Magveto, 1983) p. 19. 
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suggest that there is nothing else but playing? That being constrained into roles is the 
only possible way of life? 

A character of Andre Gide, Edouard says: "Psychological analysis lost all its 
interest for me when I realised that people live what they imagine to live. \'vhat follows 
from this is that they imagine to live what they really live ... " 7 Nadas begins to think of 
taking this for granted, and this does not spoil his interest in psychological analysis: but 
he has to work out such a psychology which contains the knowledge that the subject 
cannot reach itself with reason, as it has no existence that is independent of its 
experiences. The attempts of the actors go round this experience that has become self-
evident, knowing also that if they speak, there is always some possibility for roles - they 
get to the point where it is language that acts and accomplishes, not their "selves." As 
soon as one of them seemingly begins to talk about her- or himself, or about her/his 
personified self, the spectator becomes absorbed by the stage situation. And then the 
actors ruthlessly remind her that they were playing (and they themselves are reminded 
by their prescribed texts): "We've been doing it fairly well. ... Actually, I'm also 
satisfied" (p.222). These points of access are probably the most ironic in the play, 
because their irony is multiple: not only the actors and their play is put into the mirror-
position of reflection, but the spectator as well, who has just become absorbed in the 
view of the stage as it had been customary in earlier dramatic traditions, but these times 
she has to re-examine her interpretative role. 

Nadas sets the actors and the interpreting spectator a huge task, and places 
much in their hands. It is only by deconstructing their own behaviour and relationships 
that they can get inside that game. Only thus is it possible to identify with the roles and 
the role-players and to break out of the game and the interpretative space created by 
the roles. And all this raises the question whether there is a continuous self that lives 
through these metamorphoses of experience and experiments. 

According to a sentence of the Actor, the constant consciousness about one's 
role-playing is not good either: one who can only see himself from outside becomes 
paralysed. The Actor says this during one of their discussions after a game when they 
arc thinking about (or play that they are thinking about) the way the emotions they 
perform affect them: 

7 Andre Gide, A pr!11zha111i.ritok I A pe11zha111isitok 11ap!o;a /Les Faux-Alo1111ayeurs /]oumal des Faux-Aiollltayettn 
(Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1925, 1927) /, transl. Pal Rez (Budapest: Eun'ipa l<i-inyvkiad<), 1981), p. 77. 
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ACTOR: I feel you are stro nger because you can still go on. Thi s is why I 
loved you. 
ACTRESS: It's simple. I'm not thinking of anything. 
ACTOR: The problem may be that I see. I constantl y see that we are. 

(p. 267) 

With thi s sentence Nadas asks about the self of his actors as he did o f Richard Swart z: 
"Did you imagine there was something that had anoth er side?" And he himself 
answered immediatel y, saying no. T here is not anythin g but sides.8 Th e reflection of the 
self on one of its roles can only be imagined as part of a ro le. 

No wonder Burial, alth ough it questions the belief in essentiality, easily lend s 
itself to ways of interpretati ons that suppose transcendence. Th e interpretative horizon 
of the play is basically define d by the way the reader int erpr ets the concepts of role-
pl aying and truth. Those wh o regard role-pla ying attitude s as some kind of falsity in 
itself, and who believe that there is an essence before or behind cognition , that truth 
has an ind ependent existence, are bound to see a kind o f apocalyptic question in the 
play. Th e rol e in which someb ody qu estions all of his/ her roles because s/ he cann ot 
leave them unreflected, shows a desire for such a degree o f consciousness th at can 
really be called "tragicall y ethic al." The same duality charact erises th e role of the auth or 
in the play. There are two characters in front of the spectat or, wh o are not intended to 
take th e shape of real character s, bu t they have voices and bodies, yet they only know 
about their own existence, they only exist when they are on the stage. They do not hav e 
the power not to be there. Their speech shows that they long for an embodiment that 
is ou tside language and beyond the auth or, but of cour se their speech is created by the 
auth or, the stage is the tot ality o f their existence , the play is their reality. Peter Balassa's 
expr ession applies well to the the atre that is so much directe d by the author : Buna l is 
char acterised by a "darin g and forw ard pr essing anachroni sm ."9 

' Peter Na das, Rich ard Swartz, Parlmzid (Pees: J elenk or, 1992) p.62. 
'' Peter lh lassa , "'. . Hiaba iircs, nem taj .. ' N:ida s Peter : Nez ot er" in: Eszjrirtisok is _frmndk (Bud apest: 
Tank iinyvkia dc'>, 1985), p. 198. 
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III. ''AND YOU STIILACT AS IF THERE WAS ANAS IF'' 

Nadas gets to the boundaries of creating theatre and interpreting roles in Burial, and 
faces these boundaries - this reflexivity is what gives the irony of the play. But he 
cannot move beyond them. And in the last part, when the actors imagine a "beautiful 
performance," he steps out of self-reflection, and reflects on the genre of the drama 
parodistically: 

ACTRESS: Let's imagine. 
ACTOR: That's what we are doing. 
ACTRESS: Wild sensuality. 
ACTOR: A lot of superfluous movements. 
ACTRESS: Some humour. Not much. 
ACTOR: Political piquancy. 
ACTRESS: Dreams . By all means. 
ACTOR: Philosoph y. A sense that is deeper than deep . Seriousne ss. 
ACTRESS: And a lot of cruelty. Filth, dishonour, dagger. 

(pp. 289-90) 

The list expands even furth er. After this they get to where they do several times in the 
play: the declaration that "they can do anything," but they do not dare, and they do not 
dare or cannot get over this in their speech either. 

Burial, with its speaking about the possibilities of drama and the theatre at least 
as much as about the clumsy attempts of the two created figures to separate what is 
"they themselves" in their acts and what is role-playing, with its being a metadramatic 
work, in which the writer has a very significant role even in his silence, shows and 
celebrate s the creative imagination and mirrors an uncertainty not only about the 
validity of representation, but also that of "reality." 10 

The game thus shows that language and speech are not independent systems 
of describing things, but they actively create the world and the subject's knowledge of 
the world. Speaking about drama in a dramatic form aims at exploring and unveiling 
the relationship between the world of the fictive space and the world outside the fictive 
space. If as individuals we have "roles" rather than "selves," examining the character s 

111 Cf. Patricia Waugh, Metqfictio11: The Theory and Practfre ef Se!f-comdous Ficlio11 (London: Routled ge, 1988) p. 
2. 
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of the drama can be a useful model about the construction of the subjects that exist in 
the world outside the drama. If we can gain our knowledge of the world through 
language and speech, then a play in which two characters can make a world only with 
their speech, is a useful model of the construction and constructedness of "reality." 
The first act of Burials actors is the construction of a rule. After they have both 
touched the coffins which they are in, and they have said this, the Actress and the 
Actor makes up two interrelated rules of the game: "We'll act as if we had not seen 
anything," the first says, and this is continued in a concrete rule: ''\Ve mustn't step off 
the stair. Let this be the first rule" (pp. 201-202). This exclusion, their deliberate 
unconsciousness is needed so that they can be able to step into the game. This is the 
point where the play becomes reflexive and self-reflexive: it reflects on the drama and 
the existence of the actors as well. \Vhen the Actress later says about the coffins, the 
space of the coffins that "it remained here," and the Actor affirms it with a "there," it 
becomes obvious that what restrains them (that they can only create reality if they are 
not all the time conscious of its constructed nature) will be present in the space and in 
their minds at the same time throughout the play. 

Any text that calls the reader's attention to the process of its creation, because 
it disturbs her/his conventional expectations regarding meaning and the finality of the 
possibilities of meaning , also problematizes more or less explicitly the way certain 
narrative codes - which can be both "literary" and "social"- create seemingly "real" 
and imaginary worlds in accordance with certain ideologies, while regarding them as 
transparently "natural" and "eternal." \vbat is the most conspicuous observing the 
structure of the drama in the cross-section of literary tradition is the way Nadas's Bunal 
plays with Wittgenstein's idea that "we think we go round and round that nature of the 
thing while circumscribing the frame through which we look at the thing." 11 Nadas in 
this play approaches the "nature" of things obviously through speaking about the 
frame. 

11 Quoted by \Vaugh p. 27-28. 
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IV. 'THE RULE IS lv1YSELF AND YOURSELF, lv1Y BODY AND YOUR BODY" 

There is a part at the beginning of the play and the speech-attempts in which the Actor 
begins to imitate the Actress: 

ACTRESS: \v'hat are we going to play today? 
silence 
ACTOR: What are we going to play today? 
long silence 
ACTRESS: Why are you imitating me? 
ACTOR: \v'hy are you imitating me? 
very long silence 
ACTRESS: You know what kind of habit imitating is. 
ACTOR: This is JUSt what I'm thinking about .. 

(pp. 203-204) . 

Imitation, becoming the other is an essential element of theatre and drama: it 
creates the space in which the personal and the common meet. The Actor and the 
Actress cannot but start by imitating each other: their first sentences that set their 
position also mirror each other, as they are in the same place. ("Are you too in it?" 
"Are you in it, too?" "A surprise." "A trap." "\Ve'll act as if we had not seen anything." 
''We'll deceive ourselves." "Let's go from here." "Back." "We mustn't step off the stair. 
Let this be the first rule." "Let." "It remained here." "There." [pp. 201-202]) This point 
of differentiation is what begins the play in which both of them attempt to get to some 
kind of unity in different ways. The Actress's point of departure is that the coffins 
remained in the space of her play, and the Actor's is that it is possible to disregard the 
frame. It cannot be decided whether one is the position of the incapability of being 
absorbed and giving oneself and the other makes one able to play, or the contrary: the 
first is the only possible claim of honesty, and the other tends to lie. Because both of 
them are both. The two differently narcissistic persons try to create a unified world (or 
to create a world in which they can see themselves as unified) in different ways. 

There are of course times when they play not against but together with each 
other. The text makes them switch the codes of different realities in a way that makes it 
almost impossible to notice the shifts between them. When they perform a scene of 
getting acquainted and one of them asks if it is good for them, and the other says she 
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hopes it is, it can be valid in both of their roles: it can be part of the situation game and 
reflection as well. This is the scene when the image of the emotion that fills the whole 
body comes up for the first time (the Actress later uses it when she declares and details 
her love): "I feel it so much that I almost blow up. One feels it in her breast, stomach, 
in her thighs. Everywhere" (p. 242). With its exaggeration, words that are becoming 
empty, the answer is stepping out of the game - they slowly finish the scene and 
discuss why "the whole thing is senseless, empty, bad" (p.244). 

V. 'THERE WAS A i\IOMENT WHEN J REALLY FELT SOMETHING" 

The ritual play is sinister, ceremonial. Nadas's actors are also serious and ceremonial in 
their white funeral garbs. Burials ritual play, written for a worldly stage framed by the 
burial, the being beyond life, gives the possible reading of a rite that is usually the 
organised expression of the prescribed customs of a religious belief or a kind of social 
behaviour. The text of the play that reflects on itself and its possibilities, expands the 
meaning of rites in the latter sense: speech itself, like all kinds of relationships, every 
manifestation of the subject, and even the subject imagining itself to have an 
independent existence becomes a ritual in it. Victor Turner writes in his book about the 
process of the development of the ritual that "the individual has a significant role as a 
representative and maintaining force of the culture in ritualised and modem societies as 
well, after it understands it through a long and painful process." Burial as a play also 
strives "to understand itself," its own determinations and the possibilities of drama, 
and this also mirrors the actors' desire for self-knowledge. They have to represent a 
culture in which the individual cannot fully rule its acts, and it is not an entity that freely 
governs itself. \Vhile the Actress warns the Actor that he is not talking about his own 
memories ("None of your words are yours, you've learned every gesture. How could 
you have memories?" [p. 2791), he remembers October 1956, the sound of shots. "And 
in that silence we could hear the guns. And we were standing in that silence as if we 
had to decide about it, decide something that could be the most natural" (p. 280). And 
he utters this sentence while he is thinking about and is afraid of mixing something into 
his play that he should not, that is himself, his memory. The historical situation that is 
quoted, the situation of the Actor in the play, the position of the actor who plays the 
Actor, and that of the play thinking about its own traditions, and the position of the 
subject that wants to have an overview of life, all rhyme with each other: all of them are 
given, but it seems as if agents had to decide. The individual takes its position in history 
upon itself in this ritual, and talks about this burden. 
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Nadas's actors in Burial ritually experience their roles, themselves, and each 
other. They play for instance that the Actress imagines herself into the Actor's story, 
getting into it. They agree upon that 

ACTOR: One makes up a story so that he won't have to say something, and 
he is still there in it. 
ACTRESS: One says what one feels and still it seems as if she'd made it up. 
Yet everything is true. 

(pp. 286-87) 

But when they say about a moment that it is real, it has already been built into the 
consciousness of the audience that all of their attempts are games. When they feel that 
they "could begin the performance" after a break, they get back to the initial imitation 
and silence: 

ACTRESS: I thought you knew it. 
ACTOR: I thought you knew it. 
silence. 

(p. 204) 

There is a significant analogy between pre- and post-individual theatre : the self 
is not a stabile entity but a terminal locus of rol es and relations in both of them. After 
the modernist theatre, the object of interest is not the individual character, but the 
grammatical or social system: not only the feeling that the individual radically depends 
on impersonal cultural systems, but also that the subject that is dependent in this way is 
constructed, created by speech, fluctuating. 

VJ. 'WE'VE GOT USED TO IT THAT lf7E ALll7AYS HAVE TO TALK SO THAT 

SOMETHING JS" 

In sections I. and III. I have already talked about how Bunal uses and thematizes the 
concept of the "frame": about the characteristic feature of self-reflective works that it is 
impossible in the end to tell the difference between what is "framed" and what is 
"unframed." These works show the problematic nature of the way narrative codes 
operate: they question the difference between "r eal" and the "imaginary." Although the 
link between literary and social narrative codes is not at all self-evidently direct, it can 
be said that if the conscious realisation of the operation of codes, showing how 
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preconceptions influence the perception of the interpreter, have a basic function in a 
work of art, it is not easy to set up this boundary. When Burial shows how convention 
operates in literary works and interpretations, how it rules the plot and one's being 
absorbed in a situation, it also mirrors how the frame works in- and outside the space 
of the play. This is also at stake in the questions Bunal raises about the shifts of the 
frame, rules and freedom. 

Nadas's aim is partly to show reality, and partly to show the battle for the 
stylisation of reality and why the Actor and the Actress feel compelled to stylise reality. 
Since the characters are actors, the fight between what reality offers them and what 
they want to make of it, or what it is possible to make of it, can be the object of their 
play. But Burial shows this strife in the relationship of the stage and the spectator as 
well: the interpreter wants to make something of the play when s/he puts it into the 
frame of theatrical realism again and again, albeit an essential function of the ritual is to 
deconstruct theatrical realism. It shows that the forms of expression are signs, the 
meaning of which rely on conventions, systems, not on some inherent characteristics : 
conventions, however, are unreal and unstable. 

"I'm playing that this gesture is done by me, at this moment. I'm playing that 
this sentence is said by me, at this moment. And is it not me if I say, if I do what others 
have imagined about me?" the Actor asks (pp.274- 75). Burial renders the subject as a 
performance just as it does with what can be called reality. And not as a performance 
that shows the freedom of the subject - the ritual does not leave much space for 
liberty. I use the word "performance" in the sense Judith Butler gave to in her works 
analysing the concept of gender. Butler gave this name to the process during which the 
subject gains its identity through sexual socialisation. This concept of the performance-
act can be derived from the theory of mimesis, and it sets two aspects of mimesis, 
reflection and imitation into play. Any approach that is not conscious of its ideological 
roots, tends to depict things in accordance with the reflection model. The definition of 
literature as something that reflects reality is the equivalent of Butler's claim that the 
relationship between sex and gender has also traditionally been depicted by the 
reflection model. However, this logic can be changed: Butler says that gender, like 
imitation in a theatrical performance, creates the effect of reality (and does not mirror 
reality).12 The same is going on in Bunal on Nadas's stage : it is comfortable readings 
that assume the existence of a "reality" that are made impossible by unveiling the parts 
of the performance as speech attempts. Nadas deconstructs the subject and its relations 
to reality the way Butler deconstructs gender. Nadas uses truth and reality, even the 

12 Judith Butler, Gmder Trouble (London and New York: Routledge, 1990) p. 134-141. 
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historical reality of the Actor and the Actress in such a way that he does not only give 
evidence of the truth, a description of the time in which the subjects of the actor 
characters were formed, but also an experience that allows the change and 
transformation of our relationship with ourselves and our cultural/historical universe -
our ways of knowledge. 

According to Foucault, this kind of play with truth and fiction makes it possible for us 
to see clearly what links us to our modernity. The experience that makes it possible for 
us to differentiate between certain mechanisms (remembrance as creating truth and the 
formation of the subject) and to separate ourselves from them by seeing them in a 
completely different form, must be the same. "Starting from those experiences, it is 
necessary to give way to a transformation, a metamorphosis, that has elements that are 
not only subjective but also accessible for others: which means that this experience 
must to a certain extent be able to link to a collective practice and way of thinking.".n 

Making the position and the conditionality of the subject conscious in the 
most collective form that is possible, in a ritual: that is what goes on in Burial. The ritual 
interprets the individual and the individual interprets the rite: Nadas's play performs 
the deconstructive reading of its own suppositions and possibilities. It talks about the 
way we read: the way the subject reads its own boundaries. 

13 David ·l\t Halperin, Saint Foucault. Towardr a Gay Hagiography (Oxford and New York: ( )xford University 
Press, 1995) p. 25. 
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Moving Crystal Mountains 

Edwin Morgan and George Szirtes 
talk about translating Hungarian poetry 

AN INTERVIEW WITH EDWIN MORGA 1'\T 

Edwin Morgan, you are a celebrated poet and also one of the most popular Bn"tish translators. You 
have translated several pieces ofpoetry from almost all parts ~( the world including Hungary. Among 
the Hungarian authors you translated are Attila JozseJ; Sandor !Peiires, Sandor Peto/i, Mi klos 
Raclnoti and so ma'!J others. H01v did you first come across Hungarian poetry? 

I think it all began almost accidentally. Al thou gh I have been int eres ted in languages 
and tran slations a lon g time back, I hadn 't really come across Hu ngarian poet ry until 
the 1950's when I discovered a vo lum e o f Italian tran slations of At tila J6zse f. - I found 
them extre mely good, and very int eresting, not like any poetry I had seen befor e. I go t 
very interested in J6z sef, especiall y in his poems about the city and about the indu strial 
outskirts of a large city. I tried translating these poem s from Italian into English. I sent 
them to magazines and go t printed. I got so interested that I began to look at other 
Hungarian poets and mad e some more translations. This was about the 1960's and I 
sen t them to various magazines . I somehow got int o the N eiv I-Iungarian _Quarter!J in 
Budapest and my name gradua lly got known there. I was invited in 1966 to Budap est to 
an international poet ry conference called Poetr y D ays. Here I talked to vario us peop le 
and promised to do some more translations with help from pe ople in Hun gary. T he 
man who espec ially got interested was Miklos Vajda. He encouraged me to do more 
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translations. These were published usually in magazines especially in the N.H.Q. A lot 
of them were published in a book of Miklos Vajda, Modern Hungarian Poetry. 

I got to like Hungarian poetry and the language as well. I didn't just go by the 
rough translation sent to me. I always had the original text and I had grammars and 
dictionaries. I went through the text myself and I got to know the poems quite well and 
through that I got to know a bit of the language. Although I could not speak the 
language I got to recognise many words and knew what the grammar was like. I began 
to feel more comfortable and some bilingual people said I had an ear for it ... 

In one of your interoiewsyou mention that there are parallels between the history of Scotland and the 
hfrtory of Hungary. Do you think this simzlari!J is refletted in the mentali!J and poetry of the two 
nations? 

Maybe. I don't know. I'm not quite sure about national characteristics . But there must 
be something about a small country. \Ve were both small countries. \Ve have about 5 
million people. You've had to struggle to keep your own identity. It's been taken by 
other nations . . . You had a hard history in that sense and still you have managed to 
preserve your identity as a nation, as a country. Scotland has come off worse because 
we gave up our independence to the English in 1707 and since then we don't quite 
know where we are . You are lucky in a sense that you have a very distinct language 
which you all speak. In Scotland we don't have that. We have Gaelic which is spoken 
by about 70 000 people, and we have English with various accents and also what we 
call Scots which would have become the national language probably if we hadn't had 
the union with England. 

Should a poem be international or national in your opinion? 

I'd like to think it could be both. The interesting thing about the Scottish writers and 
poets in recent times is that although they are very Scottish, they would like to see 
changes in the Scottish constitution, they are also very internationally minded . I think 
this is true for myself. I'm interested in other countries, in other languages, it makes me 
international in that sense. 

Do you feel thzs bipolan!J in Hunganan poets as well? 

Your language is so difficult for other people to learn. It's isolated by itself, it doesn't 
link up with the other Inda-European languages. In a sense you have a big problem in 
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getting your writers, your works known elsewhere in the world. And obviously you 
have to rely on a translation, you have to keep international contacts to get your works 
translated into French, German, English, whatever. In that sense you have to be 
international. At the same time your language has survived in a most extraordinary way, 
and therefore you mu st feel very close to it, you must feel very fond of your language. 

Many q( your translations were published in Modern Hungarian Poetry edited i?J Mzkl6s V qjda. 
Did you choose those poems or was it Miklos Vq;da who asked you to translate them? 

It was he who chose them. I think they were all poems which had been published in 
magazines before . He just collected them from magazine s, mostly from the N.H .Q. , 
and he put tl1em int o the anthology. So it was his choice of poems. Some have been 
published in Britain , the Sandor \Veore s poems for example, but most of them were 
just in the N.H.Q. 

This was the case with the actual translations. But was it also V qjda ivho chose the original poems to 
translate? 

Originally yes, because apart from that very first choice of J6zsef wh en I first 
discovered J6zsef myself, I was often asked to translate this and that. l'v1ikl6s Vajda or 
somebody else in the magazine would write to me and send me some poems: would 
you try to do this. Of course it's always better to do what you really like and admir e 
you rself. \Vhen I discoveredJ 6zse f and \'?eores it was like that. But on the other hand I 
discovered people that I had not known before and I got to like them . Otto Orban for 
exam ple. I was asked to try some translations of his poems and I enjoyed doin g that. 

IVhen_you write or translate a poem do JOU have al!J audience or reader in mind? 

I don't think I have any reader actually in mind. I just translate the poem as well as I 
can, keepin g usually pretty close to the text and making it something that would read 
well in English, as if it was an E nglish poem, and I'm not really thinkin g of an audience. 

In one of your interviews Jou mention that a poem con.rists o/ hvo components, the pattern o/ meaning 
and the 111eh q/ impressions. As _you don't speak H unganan don't _you think that thzs later gets 
somehow lost in the TO'{~h translations? 

It would if I didn 't have the text in front of me. I always have the poem in front of me, 
so if I wan t I can read through the poem and get the sound of it. It 's not perfect as a 
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method obviously, but I can get close to it I think with a lot of practice and gradually 
learning more and more words I can get quite near to all the sound effects and the tone 
of the poem. I can easily get to distinguish between one which is very direct, colloquial, 
and one which is using much more unusual language and is quite difficult to 
understand. These things I can certainly get into and gradually understand. 

Before starting to translate a poem do you stuc!J its background? 

I would look up everything that I didn't understand or ask some names, some plac es. I 
would always try to find out something if I could about the poet - his or her 
background and that was of ten quite a help. I have some books about Hungarian 
literature and the history of Hungarian literature. 

Hungarian is said to be a !lnique language, total/y isolated from the Indo-European langHages. Do you 
think it causes bigproblems for a translator? 

\Veil I'd like to think not. Hungarian is an agglutinating language, and it's obviously 
different from English . Sometimes some construction in a different language like 
Hungarian is so different in anything in English, that you realise you are lost, and you 
have to say: well I can't do that in English exactly, I have to get something which is 
roughly like that. It's very difficult in Arany for example, who uses strange compound 
words, and he's working in certain ways that you cannot get the same in English really. 
I was trying to get some indication of what the original was like in that sense. I would 
have compound words to o which look strange in Eng lish. I just take the risk th at 
people would understand that I'm doing something strange because he was doing 
something strange. 

Have yo11 ever had a failure? 

It must have been the case. I'm sure with somebody like Weores especially. Because he 
does extraordinary things with language. He uses special sound effects. Obviously the 
sound effects can't be taken across directly into English. You have to find something in 
E nglish that sounds like that. You can be mistaken, you can feel some words in the 
oth er language have evocative quality which you may not have. I remember when I first 
came across tenger. I thou ght tenger was a wonderful word. I'm sure it's not to you. That 
kind of thing keeps happ ening. Your ear is caught by something in the other language. 
You may be overreading its sound quality . 
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But )'Ott have never given up translating a poem, have )'OU? 

I always try. I don't think I've very often had a complete failure, just a relative failure of 
not getting exactly what you would like to get. 

Have_you ever tried to wn"te a better poem than the onginal was, to correct it in some wqys? 

No, no. There is temptation sometimes because you may be doing some poems that are 
not entirely good, or you are not sure it is as good as it's said to be. It's just tempting to 
correct, to change or to make better. But I don't think it's the translator's job. You 
should be as faithful as you can to the other poet. It may happen sometimes 
unconsciously, but it's not really what I'd like to do. 

Do you Jee/ the influence ~/the foreign poems on your own poetry? 

I'm sure there must be something coming across, especially if you actually strongly like 
or admire the other poet. There must be something that gets into your mind and 
probably stays there and does effect your writing. One thing that I use which other 
poets using English don't do very much is to have a number of single words, one word 
sentences. Weores has some lines where one, two, three words are completely separate. 
No grammar, no syntax joining them together. And that can be very striking. And 
maybe I would have tried to do something like this. 

Very often it would be a question of parallel rather than something totally new. 
I like, for example , writing about the city. I've lived all my life in a city, in Glasgow and 
I like cities very much. That's what I liked about J6zsef's poetry as well. He was 
obviously a city man, a city poet. And maybe there are things I would take across 
subconsciously when I was writing about Glasgow. 

Do you remember a'!Y poems which were for some reasons interesting/or you as a translator? 

Yes. Monkry!and by Sandor W eores, for example. The title itself, Mqjomorszag. I couldn't 
say monkeycountry, that wouldn't even have had the same rhythm as the original. It 
was lucky in a way that our monkey and your majom are similar. So I was able to keep 
quite close to the original in that point of view. 

I also remember monkeyswaddies. I just couldn't use soldiers. It wouldn't have 
been the same. 
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Monkey land 

Oh for far-off monkeyland, 
ripe monkeybread on baobabs, 
and the wind strums out monkeytunes 
from monkeywindow monkeybars. 

Monkeyheroes rise and fight 
in monkeyfield and monkeysquare, 
and monkeysanatoriums 
have monkey patients crying there. 

Monkeygirl monkeytaught 
masters monkeyalphabet, 
evil monkey pounds his thrawn 
feet in monkeyprison yet. 

Monkeymill is nearly made, 
miles of monkeymayonnaise, 
winningly unwinnable 
winning monkeymind wins praise . 

Monkeyking on monkeypole 
harangues the crowd in monkeytongue, 
monkeyheaven comes to some, 
monkeyhell for those undone. 

Macaque, gorilla, chimpanzee, 
baboon , orangutan, each beast 
reads his monkeynewssheet at 
the end of each twilight repast. 

With monkeysupper memories 
the monkeyouthouse rumbles, hums, 
monkeyswaddies start to march, 
right turn, left turn, shoulder arms -

monkeymilitary fright 
eflected in each monkeyface 
with monk eygun in monke yfist 
the monkeys' world the world we face. 
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What are your future plans concerningyour own poetry? 

Well, I am writing a series of poems on the idea of virtual reality. Not just about the 
actual technical side of it, but using it as a kind of entry into a more imaginative world. 
The title at the moment is Virtual and Other Realities, and I've got about forty poems so 
far. 

Thank you for the interoiew and I hope your new volume of poetry will be at least as well received as 
your previous ones. 

Glasgow, February 1995 

AN lNIERVIEWWITI-I GEORGE SZJRIES 

You were born in Hungary but in 1956 you emigrated to England as a child with your fami!J. You 
were brought up and educated there, so you are pnmari!J considered to be an Englzsh poet. 

Yes, before I came back in 1984 I had already published three books of English poetry. 
And at the time of the first two books I wouldn't have thought of myself as anything 
else but an English poet. 

When and wly did you start to translate Hunganan poetry? 

It started in 1984 on my first visit. I was given a small reception at the PEN club. I was 
met there by about ten people, seven of whom are still amongst my closest friends. I 
came to Hungary because I had been given a grant by the Arts Council of Great Britain 
to do so. It was a three week stay and towards the end of the last week Miklos Vajda 
commissioned me to translate some poems by Kosztolanyi: Hajnali reszegsE{g, Mamts 
Aurelius and Szeptemberi dhitat. 

Did you know Koszto!dnyi at that tzme? 

I knew Kosztolanyi's name of course. I remembered reading some poems by him when 
I was a child. Miki gave me some literal translations and I tried to find forms 

287 



ENIKO N ,IGY 

appropriate to the poems. At about the same time I was asked to read a few translations 
of Madach with a view to giving an opinion on them. Within a few months I was asked 
to undertake the translation myself. 

By now_you have translated a lot of Hungarian poets. Espedal!J modern poetry, but also earlier ones 
like Balassi, Zrinyi. First I would like to focus on the translations of the poets of Hungarian literary 
past. Were thry spetial to you in any sense? 

There are basic problems in translating all poetry, because poems are rooted in language 
and can not simply be transplanted word to word fashion. Twentieth century poets are 
easier to some degree because you feel you have something in common with them -
most of my early translations were of twentieth century poetry. The translation of 
historical material presents extra difficulties. Understanding is not the major problem; it 
is the finding of an appropriate language . There are historical differences as well as 
cultural and linguistic ones. And you have to make decisions about how far you want to 
match the nature of that language. That's an important question, as a poem is that form 
of utterance which can't be paraphrased. Seventeenth century poets think like 
seventeenth century people: seventeenth century language gives full value to 
seventeenth century experience. Language isn 't a cloak under which some other 
meaning resides. Language is the body. If you try to translate a seventeenth century 
poet crudely into contemporary language you will create great strains. Nevertheless, we 
live where we do, not then and not there . So my task - as I began discovering when I 
translated Madach - was to find a language that has done foot in the historical period 
and the other foot in the present. 

When I read Balassi, for example, I sens e a vague resemblance to John Donne, 
or possibly George Herbert. I am in fact trying to locate something that alread y exists 
within English literar y language and tradition. My Csokonai has elements of English 
rococo poetry - touches of early Coleridge perhaps, using the language of literary 
sensibility, that sort of thin g. Arany, surprisingly enou gh, carried an occasional 
suggestion of Yeats, as well as of a range of early nineteenth century poets, including 
Landor and Byron. There is something in the way he too speak s that indicates a 
possible place in English verse. 

You are primari!J a poet, but JOU translated Maddch as well as Kosztold1!)-i's Edes Anna. Were_you 
commissioned to do these, or what made )'Ott translate anything else than poet1y? 
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Yes, I was commissioned. Mada.eh was commissioned by Corvina, Edes Anna by an 
E nglish publisher. Many of my early translations were commissioned from within 
Hungary but in a way it's better if an English publisher asks you to do something. For 
obvious reasons: better distribution to a better target audience. And the book gets taken 
more seriously by the English press. Edes Anna, Szjndbcid and Krasznahorkai's Az 
el!enci!lcis melank6!icija were English commissions. Much of the poetry, on the other hand, 
was suggested by Hung arian sources, though that is not always the case. Zsuzsa 
Rakovszk y's book, NeJJJ Life, wasn't commissioned by anyone. I just did it and offered it 
to Oxford. They liked it very much and went ahead with it. 

You translated Agnes Nemes Nagy and Zsuzsa Rakovsz~y, both female authors. Does it make a'!Y 
difference to translate poets not ojjour gender? 

\veil, I don't think it should very much. It doesn't seem to have caused me any 
particular problems, thou gh it's for other people to judge of the results. Perhaps th ere 
was someth ing in Rakovszk y's poetry which appealed to me very directly. Maybe our 
poetry has sometl1.ing in common. There are many male poets I could not translate 
because they are too different from me . Poetry is a sensuous art and you respond to it. 
.And if it opens out possibilitie s in English why not make the effort? It took me quite a 
long time to translate the first four or five poems by her, but the rest took only about 
three weeks. It was very very fast. I felt the language was working all by itself. I was 
understanding it from the insid e. I couldn't, of course, guarantee that the language was 
hers, but it seemed like powerful poetry in English. Its effect was sufficiently like the 
effect of her poems on me. In any case, I don't believe mine is the last word on her 
poems: others have translat ed individual pieces (though not a complete book ) and I 
couldn ' t claim the y were wrong. I don't actually believe in the concept of the "right" 
translation. Some work well, others don't . /',.11 add somethin g, even the bad ones. Each 
translation is a new readin g o f the origina l poem. 

You seem to develop personal relationship wzth most of the contemporary poe!SJOU translate. Does this 
.fi:zct chan'-~e the 1vq_yJO11 read theirpoems? 

I'm not aware of it. The poems are the people to me. You have to know the person in 
the poem, not the one out of it. I remember meeting \veorc s, some of whose poem s I 
had translated. This was near the end of his life. He was a tiny man, with a faint, gentle 
hand sha ke and a weak smile. He hardl y said anything, yet he was the composer of 
wonderful poems. All that was brilliant and energetic in his per son had turned int o 

289 



ENTK O NACY 

poem s. It may happen o f course that you get to meet someon e in the flesh , like th em 
and think it would be nice to transl ate a few poem s by them as a personal gesture, and 
this may work. But if you want to do a good transl ation it is the words on the page you 
have to listen to mo st int ensely. I hav e met man y contemporary Hungarian poe ts but 
onl y sometimes has the meeting pr eceded the tran slation. As conc ern s Neme s N agy, I 
just kn ew she was a great poet. I met her quite early in the cour se o f my visit s and had 
translat ed only one poem by her (in fact I think she translated a few of my po em s first.) 
The poem I translat ed came about because I knew translations of her by the Iri sh poet, 
Hugh Maxton, in a book that had been publish ed in Budapest and Dublin. Th ey were 
lovely, very fine thin gs, but wh en I read Nem es N agy in Hun garian I thou ght she 
sound ed different. Maxton created a mystical N emes Nagy, which is part of th e truth, 
but I detected a mor e classical poet in her. There wa s some flavour or sound he hadn't 
got and I felt justified in trying to suppl y it. I got to know her very well, until she died 
in fact, but w e never discussed tran slation in great detail. She knew I admir ed her and 
want ed to translate her, but she didn't see any o f my translati ons. I t was like that with 
Rakov szky too - sh e didn't want to int erfere wh en I was tran slating her. On th e other 
hand I did talk with O rban Otto and Vas Istvan wh en I was tran slating them . I got to 
know how Otto's po ems should sound . He was using a series of variations on classical 
meter s I simpl y couldn 't hear well enough until he read them to m e. It's not a meter 
much used in England so it was impo rta nt that I should he ar it - not just individual feet 
or line s, but the wh ole organic sound. 

Did he read the poems_for_you? 

Yes, he read a little bit for me and explained what he was doin g. I also rememb er go ing 
to Istvan Vas and askin g him to read his poems aloud to me. It was a matter of locating 
the natur e of the voic e, and that is all tied up with issu es of rhythm and music as well as 
other thin gs. Some poets who are very hard for me may be easier for somebody else. 

Ha ve_you ever had afai !ure? 

I can't always tell. Sometimes I can feel the succ ess quite clearly, at other tim es I am 
unsur e. Wh en that happ ens the tran slation remain s a shot in th e dark - people may like 
it or qu estion it. O bviousl y I aim to make translations tha t convince me, but 
occa sionally the only guarantee I have is a sense o f competence. I know I haven ' t fallen 
over in the dark but I don 't know where precisel y I am. I don't feel I have tran slated 
Csoori particularly well but some people like the versions. It's th e same with Marsall 
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Laszlo. George Gomori, my fellow editor of the Engli sh language anthology of 
twentieth century Hungarian poetry, The Colonnade oJTeeth, asked me to undertake a few 
poems by Marsall, but they weren't po ems I could imagine writing myself so I still find 
the effect difficult to judge. I think it helps if you can imagine a wardrobe with a set of 
poetical clothes that might fit you. If the clothes fit you can translate the poem. This 
wasn't the case with either Cso6r i or Marsall, but sometimes you surpri se your self: you 
disco ver clothes you had never seen and they fit. It takes some getting used to thoug h. 

H ave the poemsyou real!J liked affected J'OUr own poetry? 

Oh, yes. The rhythm of Orban's poems is a case in point. I became quite intere sted in 
his m eter s and thought it would be goo d for me to try them in my own wo rk. 

Did_you 11.re it? 

Certainly. I wrote about twenty poems in tha t fashion, though I did throw out sixteen 
of them in the end. Their effect has persisted in the longer term too. They have added 
variety to my own natural speech pattern s. In Zsuzsa's p oems it was the pace that 
influenced me. I wanted to be able to fly a little like her and was read y to do so . None 
of this is direct perhaps but it is impo rtant. And she could write wonderful passiona te 
poems th at made me bolder in introd ucing such passi on first into the En glish 
translation, then into my own work. If a poem provides some thing you 
temperamentally need, eventually it will make its way into your own experience. 

Yes, .romewhereyot1 said that a poem_you /rans/ate should please you and al the same time teach_you as 
well. 

Yes, it should enlarge and broad en you. I have benefitte d a great deal from those I have 
translated. Some have found their way into my own poems in ways that probably 
remain unrec ogn isable to those unacqu aint ed with Hun garian poet ry. 

[-lave_you ever adopted ima,.ges as 1vell? 

No. For me, imagery is very personal - the most personal part of my po etry. Eve n 
more personal than the music. It may be because I was not born E nglish and English 
mu sic came to me more slow ly. I am still learnin g its possibilities. Of course the 
imagery of poe ts you admire stays with you, but I think it changes its nature. Crazy 
things happen : a green body lying on the table becomes a red head in th e window .. . 
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In an interoiew )IOU sqy that a poem consists of sentences which give its meaning and a_form or structure 
which are counterpoint. 

Yes. This is how I personally feel form works. I am not a formalist in the sense that I 
believe closed form is intrinsically better, but I do like the feeling of some specific 
shape, one or other particular stanza form, perhaps a rhyme scheme, all of which 
provide a musical framework. The sentence unit moves against that. I agree with 
Robert Frost in this respect. Sentences are the basic material of poetry for me . But they 
are played out against patterns and structures. 

This isn't true for everyone. Perhaps you need a mind inclined to narrative, 
such as I have. My poems talk against song, against a counterpoint of rh ythm and 
rhyme. But I rarely bring the music into the foreground. 

It must be very difficult lo translate the music of the language. The meaning, or the message could be 
relative!J ea9 to interpret . .. 

Music is the hardest to translate. Music is specific, I believe, to the genius of the 
language. It is intrinsic, pre-linguistic. It corresponds to some ur-sense of the world . 
Weores is difficult precisely because of his musicality. But you cannot simply translate 
the music sound by sound. In a different language that would make a different music. 
The music of the receiving language has its own centre. 

Al the end of the interoie1v I would like )IOU to ana!Jse one of the poems )IOU remember well or )IOU like 
espedal!J from the point of view of translation. I kno1v that )IOU particular!J like Istvdn Vas'.r 
'Rapszodia az oszj kertben, 'and the other poem I thought might have been interesting to translate was 
'Lizdr' ry Nemes Nagy Agnes. 

The poems of Vas and Nemes Nagy move at a very different pace. Vas, I think, is 
much closer to conversation, an ordinary conversation with romantic elements. These 
elements are part of the literary voice. Of course, he makes literary references and all 
the time you are aware you are reading literature, not simply overhearing a 
conversation. Yet there is an intimacy to his voice which is like talking informally. He is 
not addressing you from a mountain, he is not a magician in a cloak, he is not crying in 
the street. He is a voice in a chair, sitting and talking. In Rapszodia W oszi kertben his 
voice is both colloquial and literary. It adopts a rich musical timbre too and it is very 
important to catch that music, but even here his subject is fitted to talk rather than to 
song or public rhetoric. I am delighted to have written some of his lines in English.: 
"iv1it tud a virag, mit tud a tenyeszet? Rettento szep raketak roppanva repuljetek!" with 
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its little purring and explosive series of r,r,r,p perfectly embody the sense of a launched 
rocket. In my version it goes: 

What do the flowers or vegetation know? 
Imperious rockets, pursue your explosive trajectories! 

Vas's rhyme scheme is important too because the rhymes are part of the poem's 
manners, part of the courtesy of the poem. I had to write something equally courteous. 
Something in which the syntax was not too hard, not too tight. It didn't matter too 
much that every line should be the same length as it was in Hungarian . Vas's lines are 
irregular. If a poet is using something terribly strict, like rhyming couplets and very 
precise rhythms then, I think, that is part of the manners of the poem and the poem 
would lose a lot without it, so I try to follow it. If, on the other hand, a poet has a semi-
formal approach, now long, now short, now with an AB..AB rhyme scheme, now with 
ABBA, then I think it is less important to repeat that pattern precisely . I too will be 
semi formal in a similar way but not in the same places, unless that falls naturally. 

With Vas it is a matter of feeling for the voice, for the right manner, trying to 
find an appropriate music. His syntax gives the translator plenty of room. Nemes Nagy 
is quite different. She is a highly compressed poet. The first poem of hers I translated 
was Nap/6, an early series of short epigrammatic poems. L:izcir resembles those in some 
respects. It was very difficult. 

As slowly he sat up the ache suffused 
his whole left shoulder where his life lay bruised 
tearing his death away like gauze, section by section 
since that is all there is to resurrection. 

One of the difficulties for me was that the last two sentences of the original, which 
constitute the last two lines, are not full sentences. The word mert, which means 
'because' or 'since' is normally expected to join to clauses into a single sentence but 
does not do so here. I couldn't reproduce this effect in English because it would have 
sounded more stilted than I think it does in Hungarian. I had to concentrate instead on 
what was happening in the poem as a whole. Part of the poem's power lay in the 
detached use of mert and in the rather enigmatic perception that hangs on it. (In what 
way is resurrection as simple as tearing away your gauze or mummy cloth? You would 
have had to have been resurrected first. Then it's not so simple after all ... ) It is the full 
rhyme that lends the poem its authority and carries us through the enigma, so I thought 
it important to achie ve that. It was also very important to convey the sense of 

293 



E :si 11-:6 N .\GY 

grammatic concentration, which Nemes Nagy often uses in order to concentrate 
intellectual energy, without losing the naturalness of speech. Nevertheless I don't 
follow the sentence structure too closely in English. It seems less unnatural in 
Hungarian to leave a sentence hanging, but if I did so in my version the device would 
attract far too much attention to itself: people would notice that and not the whole 
poem. I lose the breath she provides at the end of each line but had I kept it, I felt, I 
might have lost more. The effect is more important than the local detail and the effect 
is epigrammatic or gnomic, like one of Blake's Songs ~f Innocence or E xperience, The Sick 
Rose for example. These four lines took longer than the whole of Ropszridia ®' oszi 
kertben, and I'm still not absolutely sure it' s finished. 

Yes, the words have enormous weight which might have been d{flimlt to translate. 

It's true . That is the great difference between Vas and Nemes Nagy. He is 
conversational and human: she is compressed and godlike. Her words have an 
enormous weight. It's like moving a mountain every time. Perhap s Nemes Nagy's 
poems might be seen in such geological terms, her work is like a crystal mountain . .. 

Apri l 1998 
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The Architecture of 
Poetry 

Helen Vendler: The Art of 
S hakeJpeare 's Sonnets, Harvard University 

Press, 1997. 

"Our talking about poetry is a 
part of, an extension of, our experience 
of it, and as a good deal of thinking has 
gone to the making of poetry, so a good 
deal may well go to the study of it." 
These lines by T. S. Eliot are one of the 
quotations Helen Vendler starts her 
book with; it is telling that the other five 
are also by poets. Vendler comes to the 
Sonnets as a critic of lyric poetry, but at 
one point she has to admit that she 
aimed to position herself into "the 
vantage point of the poet who wrote 
them, asking the questions that a poet 
would ask about any poem." She 
believes that the Sonnet s are calling for 
us to enter the lyric script because they 
"are preeminently utterances for us to 

utter as ours." 
Although many modern critics are 

interested in the Sonnets, few of them 
pay enough attention to them as poems, 
V endler says. The predominantly social 
and psychological approaches tend to 
forget the fact that a lyric poem or even 
a whole sequence of sonnets is primarily 
a form of dramatic solitary speech and 
not a social or historical narrative. One 
should still read it as a work of art: the 
structure of the text itself is as much or 
even more interesting than the social 
structure it is part of. Helen V endler, 
therefore, makes no attempt to link any 
of the poems to the social, political or 
personal references of the age or of the 
author ; she is very careful not to 
mention any of the names or events that 
were common starting points for former 
commentators. It may be regretted that 
together with the social aspect an 
interesting historical point is left 
unmentioned in most of the analyses -
that is, how do the Sonnets relate with 
the works of other major Renaissance 
poets, and to what extent are the y 
innovative compared to other sonnet 
sequences; but perhaps this contrastive 
analysis would require a radically 
different viewpoint. 

V endler's wish is to defend the 
sonnets she admires from being treated 
as relics of the past, even though this 
kind of ornamented finery is very far 
from modern aesthetics and poetics - as 
can be demonstrated by the English poet 
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Basil Bunting's 'purified' (or rather: 
drastically maimed) version of 
Shakespeare's Sonnets. (Bunting, on 
Ezra Pound's advice, cut out from the 
sonnets everything he thought 
superfluous, and in this way he arrived at 
a more modern but much less satisfying 
poem.) Shakespeare's text is so dense 
and complex, V endler states, that 
nothing can be altered or taken from its 
structure. She demonstrates the futility 
of this attempt by quoting and writing 
several prose versions, collages, pastich es 
and even modern "translations" of the 
Sonnets, showing that Shakespeare is 
Shakespeare not in spite of, but because 
of the "old finery" he deliberately 
employs. 

Her love of the Sonnets leads Helen 
Vendler to try to find not only the 
aesthetic strategies at work, but also 
some possible composition al 
motivations at thi s point she 
admittedly follows Auden, whose two 
basic questions when reading a po em 
were: "How does it work?" and "\'vhat 
kind of a guy inhabits this poem?" For 
V endler, mind and heart are equall y 
important in the composition of a good 
poem ("The poet's duty is to create 
aesthetic ally convincing representations 
of feelings felt and thou ghts thought" ); 
she says that all significant features in a 
Shakespearean sonnet serve "a 
psychologically mimetic end": the 
dynamics of the po ems reflects the 
changes of mind of their "speak er." 
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(V endler makes it clear that the fictive 
"speaker" of the Sonnets, although a 
poet himself, is not the same with the 
author proper, Shake speare, the ultimate 
aesthetic organiser of the text) . This 
complex inner moti on creates a credible 
speaker and a voice which even the 
modern reader finds "real." 

Lyric poetry is "in terior meditative 
drama ": it stages conflicting words 
instead of actual pers ons. This is a play 
of words; inner emotional dynamic s are 
created by the verbal and rhetorical 
structure of the poem. Structure itself is 
moti on, and the aim of the critic must be 
to find the very poin ts in the poem 
wher e any significant change in the 
linguistic pattern can be witnessed, 
becau se these can be treated as basic 
evidence useful for any further 
interpr eta tion ("T his Comm enta ry 
consists primarily of what might be 
called 'evidential' criticism: that is, I 
wanted to write down remarks for which 
I attempt to suppl y instant and sufficient 
linguistic evidence"). Helen V endler 
argues strongly for the necessit y of 
helpin g the reader by laying out firm 
foundations on which the reader 's own 
interpretation can be built; her main 
probl em with Stephen Booth 's 1977 
edition of the Sonnets (to which she 
frequentl y refers) is that Bootl1 offers no 
"ev idence " but only possible readin gs (as 
Booth puts it: "Th e notes in this edition 
arc designe d to admit that everythin g in a 
sonnet is there"); she disagrees ,vith the 



relativism of this approach that leaves it 
up to the reader to construct the poem -
she considers this too ready a surrender 
to herm eneutic suspicion. Not that she 
would stress the importance of 
"m eanin g" and meaning alone - as she 
points out 1n the Introduction, 
th eological hermeneutics th at seeks the 
one and only Meaning can hardly be 
applied to lyric poetry. 

However, she must be convinced 
that there is a meaning in the poem, 
because she fears th e ove rflowing 
abundance of ambiguities which - since 
William E mpson's first analyses o f the 
Sonnets - are a must for critics to p oint 
out. Later in the book (while analysing 
sonnet 107) Vendler says that some 
interpretati ons generate ambi guities 
in stea d of solving an int erpre tational 
problem; she 1s convinc ed that 
"Shak espe are's meaning need not be 
tortured to make a poem int eresting." It 
may be considered symb olic that this 
state m ent is a part of an argument on 
line 7 sonnet 107: " Inc ertainties now 
crown themselves assured." T he line, 
without its context, is fully ambi guous. 
'Vendler's careful analysis of the context 
presents strong evidence that one 
mea nin g is much more plausibl e than the 
other however, to overstress 
authorial/ authoritative meanin g (" firm 
authorial instruction") would certainly 
lead to int ention al fallacy. 

T here is a term Hel en Vendler uses 
wh ich at certain po111ts seems to 
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reconcile her approach with that of 
Booth's . If she senses a strong 
subversive ambiguity in a sonnet, she 
constructs p arallel readings, one 
rewriting and negating the other, and 
terms the second reading as a "ghost 
poem " or "shadow poem" (see for 
example her discussion of sonnet 61). 
This "implicit und ersong" is indecorou s 
or accus atory - and it can always be 
construed from the poem itself. T his 
approach, on the rhetorical level, is 
parallel with wh at Booth does on the 
verbal level demonstrating that 
everythin g can be distorted or revers ed 
(re-versed ), uncertainties are assured. 
Vendler, how eve r, permits only one 
"ghost poem ," and she seems not to be 
troubled by th e elemental hermeneutic al 
uncertain ty that is triggered by this 
double vision. 

The oth er duality she employs 1s a 
dualitv of character. She treats most of 
the sonn ets as rep lies to some anteri or 
utterance (usually the words of the Fair 
Youth ), and analyses them as speech 
acts employed by the speaker of the 
poem in order to achieve a certain goal. 
It sometimes seems disturbing (and also 
superfluou s) to read her lon g 
'reconstru ctions' of antecedent scenarios, 
of the words possibly uttered by the 
object o f the spea ker' s affections (the 
Youth or the Dark Lady). This approach 
is intend ed to em pha sise the dramati c 
quality of th e sonn ets and is successful in 
doin g so, but tt also seems to 
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overemphasise the thematic and 
situational element of the sonnets. Helen 
V endler at first appears to employ this 
method of 'quoting' the words of the 
be~oved with full self-confidence, but 
later on (in the essay on sonnet 92) she 
suggests that maybe many of the sonnets 
that have apparently direct address are in 
fact internal meditations directed toward 
the image of the young man. 

The only danger of any emotionally 
motivated approach to the Sonnets is 
that at some points it can verge on being 
too psychological. V endler' s emotional 
aestheticism - which otherwise makes 
the book not only absorbing but also 
beautiful - sometimes leads her to try to 
prove things that, being a question of 
individual taste and interpretation, 
cannot be proven by intellectual means 
(for example that sonnet 114 is 
"anguished and self-lacerating" instead 
of coldly intellectual as Booth says; or 
the claim that the technical aim of 
sonnet 151 "is to enact appetite and 
orgasm"). Vendler appears to agree with 
John Berryman whom she quotes saying 
"\'v'hen Shakespeare wrote 'Two loves I 
have,' reader, he was not kidding." She 
uses the word "heartbreaking" more 
than once in her essays: the poems, in 
her view, are "true," at least 
psychologically and dramatically. One 
needs only to read the poems without 
intellectual detachment to agree. Yet, 
even Vendler herself admits that there is 
a great deal of authorial iron y involved in 
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many of the sonnets . 
As she considers Shakespeare a 

hyperconscious writer, V endler doubts 
that anything in the Sonnets could have 
been unintended (Keats, on the other 
hand, as quoted by Vendler, thought that 
the Sonnets are "full of fine things said 
unintentionally"). Therefore, ill her 
analytic essays on each sonnet, she aims 
to discover the "architecture" of the 
poems ill order to "advance our 
understanding of Shakespeare's 
procedures as a working poet - that is, a 
master of aesthetic strategy." This is the 
most interesting, mo st revealing feature 
of the book - to proceed with keen and 
careful analysis from the very graphemes 
upwards to the grammatical and 
rhetorical structures in order to filld and 
enlist ever y element that makes tl1e 
poem work the way it does. She intends 
to present the reader ,vith a structural 
analysis instead of a thematic one; from 
this aspect every sonnet is equally 
interesting. Critics focusing on topical 
questions are usually less interested in 
the sonnets that are thematicall y weaker, 
but Vendler wonderfully proves that in 
terms of linguistic strategy the first sub-
sequence is as fully dramatic as the 
second. 

Helen V endler has a unique talent of 
describing the (possible ) workings of a 
poet's mind. She (together with such 
contemporary editors as Katherine 
Duncan-Jones) suggests that the Quarto 
of the Sonnets could have been based on 



an authorised manuscript, she ventures 
on guessing the order of composition of 
some of the sonnets (she is convinced, 
for instance, that the philosophical 
sonnets of the first sub-sequence are of 
later composition than the 
complimentary ones; she also tries to 
solve the problems of the weaker 
sonnets - like sonnets 14j, 153 and 154 -
by saying that they were early work 
inserted as a closure to the whole 
sequence). She offers many thought-
provoking insights concern111g word 
choice and word origin - she contrasts 
Shakespeare's use of disturbingly 
elaborate Latinate words with the 
simplicity and frankness of his _Anglo-
Saxon vocabulary (sonnet 125), or she 
points out that Shakespeare was 
consciousl y applying Latin words \vith 
implied reference to their etymolog y 
(sonnet 96); in her commentary on 
sonnet 7 she suggests that Shakespeare 
puns on the French word 'or' while 
describin g the route of the golden sun: 
'orient,' 'adore,' 'mortal;' she also makes a 
\vitty remark about how "Time always 
brings out the Latin side of Shakespeare" 
(sonnet 123). She attempts to explain 
(sometimes verg111g on apologeti c 
criticism) Shakespeare's frequent use of 
proverbs in the Sonnets: in the first sub-
sequence these appeal s to the consensus 
genti11m serve the goal of revealin g the 
young man 's real character - he is shown 
as someone who can only be convinced 
by such commonplaces. Proverbs, on the 
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other hand, express the speaker's despair 
at solving the problem exposed by the 
sonnet - and when the problem itself is 
insoluble, the common wisdom can 
rarely offer any real consolation. 

Helen Vendler is especially interested 
in the phonetic and graphic overlaps that 
occur between many words in the 
Sonnets. As the Renaissance poets had 
an unusually "intensive ear-training," 
Vendler systematically uncovers the 
possibilities of resonance betwe en the 
words of a given sonnet (see for example 
the commentary on sonnet 81, where she 
talks about the play with the antithetic 
meaning of 'death ' and 'breath;' or on 
sonnet 87, where Shakespeare's puns on 
the word 'king': ten rhyme words end in -
inj)- Graphic overlaps are also abundant 
- Shakespeare, according to Vendler, 
played self-testing games with 
anagrammatic words (with 'hews', 'hues' 
and 'use' in sonnet 20, with 'store' and 
'rose' in sonnet 67, or with 'abuse,' 'sue' 
and 'usurer ' in sonn et 134, and so on). In 
her analysis of sonn et 126 (which is not a 
regular sonnet but a six-couplet poem) 
V endler offers a table presenting all the 
phonetic interrelations in the poem, 
because she finds it extraordinarily rich 
in alliteration and assonance. 

There are such tables and diagrams 
in almost every commentary (they show 
ph onetic, syntactic, relational or 
conceptual patterns ); many of them are 
interestin g (especially the ones dealing 
with the organising gram matical figure s, 
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for example tense-relations - see the 
commentary on sonnet 146), but some 
of them seem only to enlist the 
linguistical features of a poem or show 
the rhetorical structure that is fairly 
evident in the sonnet itself. However, as 
Helen Vendler points out that 
Shakespeare's favourite figure and 
organising principle is antithesis, a clear 
division of contrasting elements is a sure 
proof of this structural and thematic 
feature. She is also interested in the 
rhythmical patterns of the Sonnets, 
especially when the changes in prosody 
reflect on thematic variation (e.g. the 
"wintry" rhythmic irregularities in sonnet 
5, or the easy conversational intonation 
suggested by the amphibrachs in sonnet 
126). 

The sonnet as a form comes to focus 
in many of the commentaries. Because it 
has four parts, the Shakespearean sonnet 
is far more flexible than the two-part 
Italian sonnet; the sequence is dominated 
by patterns of 4-4-4-2 and 8-4-2, but 
some of them exhibit a well-defined 
octave. In her commentaries, V endler 
surveys the logical relations that 
structure the sonnets, and comes to the 
conclusion (in the commentary on 
sonnet 75) that "almost every 
conceivable restructuring possible within 
fourteen lines is invented by Shakespeare 
in the course of the sequence." 

Yet the most inventive part of the 
sonnets is the couplet, the reflective-
analytic ending of each poem. In 
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Vendler's op1n10n the couplet is the 
point where the view of the speaker and 
the view of the author almost converge: 
the pathetic-emotional speaker in the 
course of the poem is analysing his own 
position until he reaches the couplet and 
expresses a self-ironising turn - this 
"intrapsychic" irony is in fact authorial 
irony (this is the tonal difference Jan 
Kott sensed when he termed the couplet 
as "an actor's line"). 

In order to defend Shakespeare from 
the charge of idle superfluity V endler 
systematically proves that there are 
words that link the quatrains to the 
couplet, and these take on different 
emotional import in the course of the 
poem. She terms the aggregate of these 
words (and their variants) the Couplet 
Tie, and enlists them at the end of each 
commentary, after having reflected on 
their importance. "Shakespeare 
expended real effort in creating verbal 
connections between the body of a 
sonnet and its couplet, and the words he 
chose to reiterate in this way are almost 
always thematically highly significant 
ones." In some sonnets where repetition 
is so frequent that the same word is 

repeated five or more times, Helen 
V endler lists the root words that appear 
in each quatrain (and the couplet), and 
she terms them Key \X!ords. She also 
takes notice of the Defective Key 
Words, and tries to explain their 
presence - or absence - in the poem. 
These lists of emphatic words may be of 



speci al importance not only to the 
commentators but to the translators of 
the Sonnets, because they point out 
those words which keep the poems 
together both structurall y and 
ps ychologically. 

The Art of Shakespeare's Sonnets is a 
bo ok of almost 700 pages; one cannot 
say that it makes an easy reading. It is 
worth reading throughout, but it will 
surely be helpful for thos e wh o only 
wish to read one or two commentaries. 
The Quarto facsimiles of the Sonnets are 
intended to satisfy not only the 
philologist but also the devo tee of 
beautiful books. The re is an extra 
suppl ement to the book, a CD with 
Helen Vendler reading sixty-six of 
Shakespeare's Sonnets. 

K.atalt"n Palinkas 

The Roundness of a 
New Keats Biography 

Andrew Motion: Keats, Lo ndon: 
Faber and Faber, 1997 

A fter Walter Jackson Bate's (1963), 
Aileen Ward's (1963), and Robert 
Gitti ngs's (1968) excellent biograp hies of 
Keats, which already mad e extens ive use 
of Hyder E. Rollins's annotated edition 
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of the Letters (1958), there can hardly be 
any justification for a new Life - unless, 
of course, som e new documents have 
been unearthed - but the excavation of 
new significanc es by applying a radically 
new approach to the already established 
data. 1 That is exactly what is claimed by 
Andrew Motion in the Introdudion to his 
636-page KeatJ~ as part of the new 
historicist reassess ment of the Romanti c 
Movement (Marilyn Butler, Jerome J. 
McGann, John Barnard), his ambition is 
to recreate Keats "in a way which is 
more rounded th an his readers are used 
to seeing .( ... ) My intention is not to 
transform Keats into a narrowl y political 
poet. It is to show that his efforts to 
crystallise mom ents of 'Truth' combin e 
a political purpose with a poetic 
ambition, a social search with an 
aesthetic ideal" (xxv). He promises to 
give substantial interpretations of the 
"forms and idioms" (xxiii) of the works 
in this "rounded" way, thus the reader 
expects some exciting interpla y of 
"resonance and centrality" (Stephen 
Greenblatt) : the autonomy of the self-
centred vtSion and the cultural 
comple xity of the age "resonating" in 
the int egrity o f the work.. 

As Moti on remarks, there is no need 
to prove the radical liberalism of Keats. 
The traditional view of him as 

1 Steph en Coote's John Keats: A Life in 1995 wen t 
practicall y unn oticed by academia as it made no 
claim for new insights. 
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special importance not only to the 
commentators but to the translators of 
the Sonnets, because they point out 
those words which keep the poems 
together both structurally and 
ps ychologically. 

Th e Art of Shakespeare's Sonnets is a 
book of almost 700 pages; one cannot 
say that it makes an easy reading. It is 
worth reading throughout, but it will 
surely be helpful for those who only 
wish to read one or two commentaries. 
The Quarto facsimiles of the Sonnets are 
intended to satisfy not only the 
philologist but also the devotee of 
beautiful books. There is an extra 
supplement to the book, a CD with 
Helen Vendler reading SL"<ty-six of 
Shakespeare's Sonnets. 

Katalt"n Palinkas 

The Roundness of a 
New Keats Biography 

Andrew Motion: Keats, London: 
Faber and Faber, 1997 

After Walter Jackson Bate's (1963), 
Aileen Ward's (1963), and Robert 
Gittings's (1968) excellent biographi es of 
Keats, which already made extensive use 
of H yder E. Rollins's annotated edition 
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of the Letters (1958), there can hardly be 
any justification for a new Life - unless, 
of course, some new documents have 
been unearthed - but the excavation of 
new significances by applying a radically 
new approach to the already established 
data. 1 That is exactly what is claimed by 
Andrew Motion in the Introdudion to his 
636-page KeatJ~ as part of the new 
historicist reassessment of the Romantic 
Movement (Marilyn Butler, Jerome J. 
McGann, John Barnard), his ambition is 
to recreate Keats "in a way which is 
more rounded than his readers are used 
to seeing.( ... ) My intention is not to 
transform Keats into a narrowly political 
poet. It is to show that his efforts to 
crystallise moments of Truth' combine 
a political purpose with a poetic 
ambition, a social search with an 
aesthetic ideal" (xxv). He promises to 
give substantial interpretations of the 
"forms and idioms" (xxiii) of the works 
in this "rounded" way, thus the reader 
expects some exciting interplay of 
"resonance and centrality" (Stephen 
Greenblatt) : the autonomy of the self-
centred vision and the cultural 
complexity of the age "resonating" in 
the integrity of the work.. 

As Motion remarks, there is no need 
to prove the radical liberalism of Keats. 
The traditional view of him as 

1 Stephen Coote 's Joh11 Keats: A Life in 1995 went 
practicall y unnoti ced by academia as it made no 
claim for new insight s. 
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effeminate, which he traces back to 
Shelley's "Adonais" and Leigh Hunt's 
memoir, is getting essentially re-shaped 
in the current historicist urge to see him 
as more socially and politically engaged. 
As representative volumes, Motion 
mentions Nicholas Roe's 1995 collection 
of essays Keats and History, and his book 
John Keats and the Culture of Dissent, which 
appeared too late, in 1997, for him to 
consult seriously. However, Motion's 
Keats is the first book-length study of 
the poet's life and work incorporating 
similar views . The fairly great number of 
current studies with a historicist 
approach makes the reader wonder to 
what extent this can be taken as the 
authoritative and representative 
perspective of our age. We might be 
warned, what the author might have 
thought valid in his relationship with the 
world might be overshadowed, as 
Roland Barthes's definition of the critical 
activity suggests, by the terms and 
attitudes the current critical language 
establishes ·with the language of the 
author. 

Motion's biograph y excels ll1 the 
sociographic portrayal of the figures 
surrounding Keats, and gives an 
enjoyable reading into the Georgian and 
Regency worlds. It also presents valuable 
information about the medical practices 
of the age; his extensive reading in that 
field is mo st memorably reflected in the 
portraits of the figures in Guy's Hospital, 
who can be supposed to have had a 
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shaping influence on Keats's personality. 
His factual documentations of some of 
the possible sources of the poems are 
also serviceable. 

All in all, he does a good job in the 
presentation of data, also including the 
recurrent quotes from the letters as his 
most important source. Also, he adds to 
the interpretation of the texts by trying 
to reconstruct the possible associations 
of the contemporary reader. 
Nevertheless, this intention may lead 
both to valuable and dispensable 
emphases, as, for example, his reading of 
th e ode "To Autumn" shows. After 
interpreting how the poem balances 
abundance and decay, and affirming 
Keats's persistent intention to transmute 
history 111 the working of the 
imaginati on, Motion states that the poem 
refers to the social anxieties that dog ged 
him all his life. Thus in the image of 
Autumn in the second stan za ("An d 
sometimes like a gleaner thou dost keep/ 
Steady thy laden head across a brook") 
we might realise that "the refe rence to 
the gleaner is more certainly char ged 
with contemporary refer ences. Gleaning 
had been made illegal in 1818, and 
although the figure is part of an appeal 
to the world of Classical fulfilment, and a 
refracted expression of Keats's wish to 
glean his teeming brain [cf. the sonnet 
"\Vhen I have fears" - K.P .], it also 
refers to his sympathy for the denied 
and the dispossessed. So does the 
descripti on of the bees. The y are a 



reminder of the miserable facts of labour 
that Keats had condemned during his 
walking tour in Scotland ... " (p. 462) 
Motion also remarks, the fact that the 
poem was written in the aftermath of the 
Peterloo Massacre does not establish it 
as a political poem, but offers a possible 
context that we should weigh. The 
problem with these possible contexts is 
that they are not necessarily justified in a 
close reading to give an integrity of 
interpretation, and thus may remain facts 
of mere contiguity. It may be particularly 
difficult to feel sorrow for the 
dispossessed bees when "they think 
warm days will never cease, / For 
Summer has o'er-brimm'd their clammy 
cells." 

In his reading of the poems, Motion 
may slip into statements that are 
irritating not because they would be 
untrue, but because they do not sound 
relevant, or remain powerful assertions 
without validating elaboration. It could 
be illustrative to quote the main 
argument he makes about the sonnet 
"On First Looking into Chapman's 
Homer": "It is a poem about exclusion 
as well as inclusion. Its title suggests that 
Keats felt he had come late to high 
culture (it is 'On First Looking'). It draws 
attention to the fact that he could not 
read Homer in the original Greek. It 
mistakes Balboa (whom Robertson 
rightly credits as the discoverer of the 
Pacific) for Cortez, and so undermines 
its air of learning. It even, for all its 
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wonderfully bold energy, succumbs to a 
moment of awkward translationese 
('pure serene') which creates a sense of 
Keats standing apart from the main 
event. ( ... ) It is a poem written by an 
outsider who wants to be an insider - on 
his own terms" (p. 112). Reviews have 
already pointed out tl1e errors of some of 
these views,2 since, obviously, his 
exclusion from "high culture" 1s 
exaggerated 1n view of his prose 
translation of the Aeneid into English 
before the age of nineteen. Moreover, it 
would be odd to read the poem as a 
negative discovery of exclusion and 
ignorance, rather than a tribute to 
Chapman, whose work meant the 
discovery of a new and rich demesne: a 
potential example. I would think that the 
poem's ascending imagery is more 
rooted in Keats's feeling of exultation 
over his own mastery of poetic 
expression than in frustration. The last 
lines can read as self-revelation: he is 
able to mount that height of poetry, and 
thus he becomes an insider, both in the 
sense that with this poem he enters the 
company of English poets, and confirms 
his belief in the power of imagination. 
Regarding the other psychoanalytically 
based arguments of the book, Motion 
might draw his main idea from the 
anxiety theory of Harold Bloom, which, 
of course, in itself is convincing, surely 

2 e.g. Helen \ ' endl er, " Inspiration, Accident, 
Genius " LoHdoll Review of Books, 16 October 1997. 
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there is much anxiety in Keats to create 
his own poetic idiom, but it may be 
more fruitful to discuss that problem for 
instance in the context of his relation 
with Spenser, or with Milton in Hyperion 
to show his struggle to extricate himself 
from their influence. 

The very same argument is recurrent 
in the book, for example in Motion's 
reading of the "Ode to Psyche": "Keats 
sees himself, like the goddess, a kind of 
arriviste, struggling to find place in the 
hierarchy of poetry without tl1e 
'privileges of birth and education."' (In 
slightly exaggerated terms, do not they 
both, the goddess and the poet want to 
build a fair enough career?) Once again, 
the argument could not be untrue, the 
quote comes from the letters, Keats 
must have felt the sore lack of these 
privileges, but to offer it as the main line 
of interpretation is a bit fruitless for me. 
As Motion searches for this argument 
thematized in various poems, not only 
does he fail to give complex and 
insightful readings for those who rely on 
him as a source, but also ignores the 
mtertextuality Keats's poems create with 
each other and the recurrent motifs of 
the poetic idiom. He also fails to fulfil 
another expectation of ours: he, being a 
poet himself, could possibly provide 
insights into the way form coheres in the 
poems. The problem is not that he offers 
some external perspectives, but that one 
is left ·with the sore absence of what is 
swept aside for their sake. In all cases, 
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the feeling of an integrated wholeness of 
interpretation, of roundness is missing. 

It follows from the nature of the 
approach that the social aspects of 
Keats's works are favoured: the liberal 
sympathies, the healing power of the 
poem, which should be a friend to man, 
and the means of gaining ever widening 
knowledge, a process of soul-making. 
Yet he cannot avoid commenting on the 
independence of the creative imagination 
and it is at that point that he often seems 
to handle the problem with simplified 
theories and to shift the viewpoint back 
to some socio-historical arguments. 

\'vith Keats's definitions of the 
imagination in mind, the reader may be 
struck by Tvlotion's recurnn g 
interpretation of imagination as a power 
for compensation: for creating 
alternative or parallel universes in the 
poems where the difficulties of life can 
be confronted, as in a kind of projection , 
in "a way of achieving control of 
expenence through explanation. ( ... ) 
W11en he began writing poetry, he 
deYised strategies for making it seem a 
parallel universe in which loss and gain 
could both be examin ed with equ al 
clarity. The half-real, half-statuesque 
existence of hts mythical figures allows 
this, and so do character s such as 
Porphyro, :tviadeline, Isabella, Lamia and 
Lycius in his narrative poems. Part 
familiar and part allegorical, they prove 
their breathing humanity ,vhile insisting 
they are deliberately created thin gs" (p. 



41). When he refers back to the 
Chapm an sonnet, Motion writes that 
Keats's feelings of exclusion "prompted 
him to create an imaginative substitute 
for what he had been denied" (p. 404). 
With this theory Motion does not imply 
an escapist attitude: his book is dedicated 
to the exploration of the socia l and 
psychoanalytical context of this poetry, 
and, after all, it gives enlightening 
examp les of the transfigur ation of these 
stimuli. For instance, "the traumatic, 
broken shape of Keats's relationship 
with his mother - losin g her first to 
Rawlings [her second husband - KP.], 
then recovering her, then losing her 
again to death - created a pattern of 
possession and abandonrn ent which runs 
throughout his poems (p. 42). 
However, it is difficult to reconcile his 
theory of visionary alternatiyes ,vith 
Keats's faith in the power of imagination 
not to compe nsate but to transcend time 
and the self. I raise these objections not 
only because Motion's language 1s 

overloaded ,,rith notions implying a 
rather consciously devised, possessable 
and workable constuction at its best (e.g. 
invent, devise strategies, examme, 
explain), whereas Keats's poetical 
conceptions are rather worded in the 
language of passion, inspiration and 
intensity. (\X'e should recall the axioms 
from the letters, and the richness of its 
metaphors, as the only sufficient means 
to describe the revelation felt by the 
writer and the reader ). But Motion also 
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seems to avoid Keats's belief that some 
inconceivable knowledge can be gained 
through the workings of the imagination, 
that the spiritual significance of 
experience can be constituted in this 
way, something finally life-affirming and 
life-enrichin g against all indicative urge 
to escape into an alternative reality. 

\v'hile reading the biography, a short 
passage from the letters kept lurking in 
my mind. Written to his brother George 
in December 1818, these lines read like a 
piece of admonition: the reality and 
intensity of our experienc e, he seems to 
say, depend s on our ability to live in two 
worlds: both in that of historical reali ty 
and that of the creative imagination. The 
leisurel y elegance of the sentences as 
they keep ,vinding express the duality 
and interplay: each world gains its 
significance through the existence of the 
other: "recollect that no Man can live but 
in one society at a time - his enjoyment 
in the different states of human society 
must depend upon the Powers of his 
J\Iind - that is you can imagine a roman 
triumph, or an olympic game as well as I 
can. We ,vith our bodily eyes see but the 
fashion and manners of one country for 
one age - and then we die. Now to me 
manners and customs long since passed 
whether among the Babylonians or the 
Bactrians are as real, or even more real 
than those among which now I live. 
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ZsoltMaroti 

Poets and Masks 

Istvan D. Racz: Koltok es maszkok -
lde11tittiskereso versek az 194 5 uttini brit 

kolteszetben [Poets and Masks - The Que st for 
Identity in British Poetry after 1945] Orbis 

Litterarum Series 1, D ebrecen: Kossuth 
Egyetemi Kiad6, 1996. 

"The objective of tbis series," say the 
general editors of Orbi s Litterarum , "is 
to publish high quality monographs and 
thematically homogeneous volumes 
containing the latest achievements in the 
study of classical and modern literature, 
thus providing the authors ,vith publicity 
in academic circles." Tbe first piece in 
this series is the work of Istvan Racz 
with the title Poets and Masks - The Quest 
for Identi!J in British poetry after 194 5, 

In the "Introduction," defining bis 
aims and methods, Racz identifies the 
search for identity as one of the central 
categories in 20th century literature . He 
sets out to examine this effort from the 
point of view of poetics, through the 
genre of the dramatic monologue . 
Dramatic monologue is situated 
somewhere at the intersection of the 
three main poetic categories but usually 
categorised as a basically lyrical genre 
holds a special place in British poetry -
especially since the age of Browning and 
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Tennyson. 1l1e author seems to agree 
with Randall Jarrel, according to whom 
dramatic monologue has become the 
yardstick for all modern poetry. 

The main body of the book , framed 
by the "Introduction" and the 
"Summary," falls into two larger 
sections: in "Theoretical Questi ons" the 
author's prime concerns are to give his 
own definition of the dramatic 
monologue, to list its subtypes and to 
examine the role played by dramatic and 
narrative elements in this lyrical genre; in 
the second, much bulkier section, the 
con cept of the search for identity is 
approached throu gh the literar y text 
itself, through analysis and 
interpretation. Racz hastens to point out 
that Part 2 is not simply Part 1 put into 
practice, since it deals with a series of 
new problems and aspects which arose 
during the process of analysis. (Due to a 
lapse of attention the title of Part 2 given 
in the table of contents slightly differs 
from the one within the book, on page 
4j .) 

The first section opens with an 
enumeration and comparison of the 
vanous, usually largely divergent 
definitions and concepts of the dramatic 
monologue as a poetic genre. Mixing 
elements borrowed from the theories of 
M.H. Abrams, Robert Langbaum and 
Ralph W. Wader he arrives at a 
definition which he himself considers to 
be rather vague and ,vide: "a dramatic 
monol ogue is a lyrical poem in which the 



poet pr esents the individual experi ence 
from th e point of view of a fictitious 
speaker, in a 'reality' perceived by 
him/her." Sensing the inherent dan gers 
of such a loose category Racz finds it 
necessa ry to break down the genre into 
subcategories. Relying on Ralph W. 
\Vader he draws a distinction between 
dramatic monologue proper and ma sk 
lyric. While in the former the speaker in 
the poem addresses his/ her words to 
someon e belonging to the imagin ary 
world of the poem it self (Brownin g's 
major poems are mentioned as 
examples), the latt er addresses itself 
directl y the reader. In R:icz's theor etical 
system these two subcat egories are in co-
ordinate relation, thou gh he also admi ts 
in a footnote: "Th e categorisation which 
treats the dramatic monologue as a 
subtype of the mask lyric or the role lyric 
is widespr ead. \Ve accept it as a pos sible 
typolo gical viewpoint ... " At the same 
time he takes issue with Racier about the 
justification for his creat ing a third 
subcategory, the so called dram atic 
poem. 

In the second chapter of the 
theor etical sectio n Racz em barks on the 
difficult task of definin g the concept of 
identity and mask. H aving accepted that 
the repr esente d figure (the author here 
uses the term 'character ' borro,ved from 
narr atology) 1s one of the most 
import ant (if not the most imp ortant ) 
elements one is overw helmed by a 
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number of questi ons concerning the 
natur e of the relati onship betwe en the 
poet and the character(s) in his/ her 
poem. In an effort to answer these 
questi ons Racz has to go beyond the 
boundaries of poeti cs, smce as he 
obs erves: "it is related to the universal 
human problem of searching for or 
buildin g an identi ty." For help and 
theor etical background he turn s to 20th 

centu ry social psych ology, relying mainly 
on th e fmdings of Go rdon W. Alport, 
Ervin g Go ffman, Eric Berne and E rich 
Fromm . He attach es particularly great 
imp ortance to Goffman's concept of 
role distancing. H e practically pl aces a 
sign of equality betw een the unconscious 
role-pla ying in our everyday life (which is 
an important element of identi ty 
buildin g) and the fully conscious literary 
role -playing perform ed by the auth or of 
dram atic monologu es . He points out that 
role playing and role distancing are not 
identical with the negat ion of identi ty, 
what is more, th ey constitute a crucial 
step in identity buildin g. Since on the 
level of form this identity buildin g ofte n 
manif ests itself as mask creation Racz -
once again invokin g the authorities of 
social psychology - feels it nece ssary to 
defin e the concept of mask as well: 
"Ivlask in this work is interpreted as the 
po etic ren dering of a stage in the process 
o f identit y buildin g when a temp orary, 
con scious and artifi cial unity is created 
betw een the inner self and an outs ide 
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self." He compares the mask concepts of 
several British poets of the first half of 
the 20th century (Wilde, Yeats and Eliot) 
and offers a brief surve y on their 
influence on the post-war generation of 
British poets. Listing the possible 
intentions behind mask creation he 
mentions the 'mask of age' (preferred by 
younger poets) and the character, less 
complex and sophisticated than the po et 
himself, which is created with the 
intention of eliminating self-pity and 
sentimentalism. 

In the third chapter of Part 2 Racz 
concentrates on the dramatic and 
narrative qualiti es of dramatic 
monologues . He notes that the epic 
elements of a dramatic monologue do 
not form a complete, coherent story, but 
it is in this fragmentariness that the main 
strength of this genre lies. Another very 
important characteristic feature of the 
dramatic monologue is its embeddedness 
in time, which once again connects it to 
the epic. The third parallel can be · 
observed in the field of character-
drawing: similarly to modern novels, 
direct character-drawing is not to be 
found in dramatic monologue s, while, at 
the same time, the charact er 
characteris es himself indirectly and 
unintentionally by everything he says, 
and by the way he speaks. 

Racz goes on to explore the 
similarities between the theatrical 
monologue (as part of a work of art) and 
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the dramatic monologue (as a self-
sufficient piece) . He conclude s that th e 
mask lyric can be related to th e theatrical 
monologue, while the dramatic 
monologue proper (i.e., where the 
presence of the listen er addressed by the 
speaker can be sen sed) is closer to a 
stage dialogue in which we hear on ly one 
of the two participants. In Racz's 
interpretation the elements of the thre e 
traditionall y separated general categories 
of poetic literature get emphatically 
mixed in po ems dealin g with the search 
for identity or identity -buildin g: "The 
lyric I is dramatis ed m an epic 
environment. " Before ,vindin g up the 
theoretical part the author points out 
that in the dram atic monol ogues of 
contemporary British auth or s the 
question of identity-building is almost 
inseparable from the problems of 
language, self-expression and 
communication. 

Part 2, entitled "Dramatic 
monologues in British poetry after 
1945," is comprised of five chapters 
which, exploring the oeuvres of seven 
poets (Philip Larkin, Geoffre y Hill, 
James Fent on, Ted Hughes, Caro l Ann 
Duffy, Paul Muldoon and Derek Mahon ) 
and analysin g some of their major 
poems, present the different stances a 
poet or the lyric I can possibly take up. 
(Racz justifi es the choice of the year of 
1945 as a dividing line by saying that the 



po etic career of the Movement poets 
star ted around that time.) 

The chapter dealing with the poetry 
of Philip Larkin, who, for Racz, 
embodies the agnostic lyric I, is the 
dominant part of the whole work both 
by its length and the depth of insight. 
Working himself throu gh the oeuvre 
volume by volume he traces Larkin's 
effort in experience distancin g, its 
m odifi cations and aesthetic-poetic 
consequences. As a starting point he 
choose s Larkin's novels, (Jill and A Girl 
in Winter) in which he believes he has 
discovered the main characteristics o f 
mask creation employed fully fledged in 
Larkin's volumes of poetr y. \Vhat also 
sets this chapter apart from the rest is 
th e author's heavy reliance on 
biograp hical data and biographical 
methods. Having collected an impressive 
amount of material on Larkin (his 
personal letters, interviews with him, 
memories of his friends, etc.) he is 
determined to map out the intricate 
system of correspond ences between 
Larkin the everyday man, his poeti c I 
and the various masks to be found in his 
poems. He points out that Larkin 
himself, who on the basis of his self-
definitions and his manif esta tions had 
constitutionally a lyric turn of mind and 
who, of course, achiev ed world-wide 
fame as a poet, regarded the novel as the 
mos t mature genre of the age. Citing 
from one of Larkin 's letter s he even 
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finds some (not very convincing) 
evidence that the poet showed a strong 
striving for dramatic effect and for 
dramatisation. Having analysed the 
problems of identity and difference and 
the relationship of the objective and the 
subjective side he concludes th at the 
typical speaker o f the Larkin poems, 
which appeared in the late 1950s, is a 
mask. He traces the development of this 
mask in the volumes Less Deceived and 
The Whitsun Weddings: during the detailed 
analysis of individual dramatic 
monologues he focuses on differences to 
be found in the relationship between the 
lyric I and the speaker of the poem . He 
finds that in most cases the lyric_ I stays 
in the background and the experience 
itself is pushed into the foreground (e.g., 
"Decepti ons"). 

In certain poems there is a point 
where, due to the identity of experience, 
the speaker and the lyric I merge into 
one (e.g., "Church Going," "Days") . 
Racz views Larkin's obsession with the 
conservation of the acquired experience 
as a manif esta tion of the po et's 
ontological cons erva tism. The author 
identifies a separate group of poems 
within Larkin's oeuvre ("Mr Bleaney," 
"Dockery and Son," etc.) which he terms 
as "dramatic lyrics based on the tripartit e 
system of speaker-person, remembered-
third , neutral party." In Larkin's last 
volume, High LVindows the character of 
the dramatic monologues undergoes 
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considerable changes : the reader is faced 
with an embittered, cynical and rather 
vulgar person. 

Racz believes that the main conflict 
in the monologues of the last volume is 
generated by the conflict inside Larkin 
between "the romantic poetic I" and the 
"disillusioned Movement poet ." He 
concludes that mask lyric and dramatic 
lyric were more appropriate for Larkin's 
poe tic cast of mind than dramatic 
monologue proper. 

In the second chapter we have two 
poets grouped together who apparently 
do not have much in common. \vbat 
m akes the author treat Geoffr ev Hill and 
James Fenton under the same headin g is 
that he discovers the same kind of 
scepticism in their poetry. Hill's poetry, 
though firmly embedded in Christianit y 
and history, 1s characterised by a 
sceptical view of both religion and the 
historical past. As Rac z point s out this 
scepticism often gives birth to seemm gly 
impersonal dramatic or mask lyrics in 
which the po et's inn er world is project ed 
onto outside reality. Int erpretin g 
Fenton's poetry he focus es on the 
ongoing struggle inside th e poe t, the 
result of which is a "curious blend of 
personality and impersonality." 

In th e third chapt er the poetry of 
Ted Hu ghes is presented by the auth or 
as the opp osite of Larkin's oeuvre: while 
Larkin's works abound with images of 
deca y, in Hughes ' poem s they arc 
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counterbalanced by images of vegetation 
and fertility. Racz emphasises the 
consistency with which Hughes, 
throughout his poetic career, sticks to his 
lyric I. This lyric I, as he notes, always 
measures himself against nature and as a 
result he is (similarly to the poet himself) 
in constant interaction with everything in 
th e outside world. Th at is why his lyric I 
often puts on the mask of a shaman 
capable of communicating ·with the 
different elements of nature. In Racz 's 
in terpretation Hu ghes' dramatic 
monologues and mask lyrics are the 
projections of the inner stru ggle of a 
lyric I wh o is strivin g for unity with 
nature . The comparative analysis of T ed 
Hu ghes' "Daffodils " and William 
\v ordsworth' s "I wandered lonel y as a 
cloud" is one of the best and mo st 
original pass ages of the book. 

Chapter 4 on th e poetry of Carol 
.Ann Duff y entitled "Th e you and the I" 
fails to pro vide us with a ne,v angle. Th e 
analysis is on ce again reve aling and 
sharp , but still one does not feel his 
choice justified . 

The closin g chapt er of Part 2 does 
present us with a new angle bu t this time 
one cannot help feeling that the author 
has grasped too much . He is strugglin g 
with his material, trymg to cram an 
enormous amount of in formati on into a 
chap ter of a couple of pages. T he result 
is quite disturb ing: it is enough to 
menti on the overcomp licated title and 



the way the author's mind flits from 
Jor ge Louis Borges and the Koran to W. 
B. Yeats and Louis MacNeice. This 
topic , i.e., the search for national identity 
in the poetry of Northern Ireland could 
only be discussed properl y within the 
fram ework of a separate book. 

On the whole Racz's book is 
impeccabl y researched and annotated, 
and he gives some pen etra ting and 
thought-provoking analyses . It is a 
valuable contribution to the study of the 
genre of dramatic monologue . 

Bela Po!yak 

The Story Goes On 

Zoltan Abadi-Nagy: Vildgre._gil!)' -
Reget!)'Vilcig [The Novel of the World - The 

World of the Novel] Orbis Litterarum Series 
2, Kossuth Egyeterni K.iado, Debrecen, 1997. 

The foremost Hun garian critic 
of cont emporary American literatur e has 
at long last disclosed some of the secrets 
hidd en in his drawers - or disk files, 
times being what they are. Those in the 
know had long been aware that he had 
kept something from us, and even the 
less attentive readers might have spotted 
the six relevant referenc es in Abadi-
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Nagy's previous work, which, in a 
gesture not unlik e those of some of th e 
authors he analysed, sent us looking for a 
book not yet published, basically 
whirling us in a time warp. The previous 
critical volume , published in 1995, tells 
us that interviews with certain renowned 
American authors are available in a book 
called The Novel of the World - The World of 
the Novel However, this latter work came 
out two years later, although, obviousl y, 
it was in th e making at the time its 
predecessor was put together. 

The Nov el of the World - The World of 
the Novel is Zoltan Abadi-Nagy's fifth 
volume of criticism . He started out with 
Swift, a szatin.kus is a tervez!J [S,vift: Satirist 
and Designer" Budapest : Akademiai 
Kiad6, 1973], went on with Viilsdg is 
komikum - A hatvanas ivek amerikai reghrye 
[Crisis and Com edy - The American 
Novel in the 60s" Magveto, 1982], which 
latter proved to be the first in a series of 
critical works covering contempora ry 
American fiction from the late fifties up 
until December 31, 1999. No kiddin g. 
After Az amerikai minimalista proza 
[American Minimalist Prose" 
Argumentum, 1994] came Ma i amerikai 
regbrykalauZ; 19 70-1990 [A Guide to 
Contemporary American Novels" 1970-
1990] and Vildgregi;,ry - Regi;,ryvi!dg [The 
Novel of the World - The World of the 
Novel, herein after: NOW-WON ], and 
there is no stop ping: Abadi-Nag y 
(hereinaft er: ZAN) is already working on 
the ne xt vo lum e, which bo th 
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Nag y's previou s work, which, in a 
gesture not unlik e those of some of th e 
authors he analysed, sent us looking for a 
book not yet published, basically 
whirling us in a time warp. The previ ous 
critical volume, published in 1995, tells 
us that interviews with certain renowned 
American authors are available in a book 
called The Novel of the World - The World of 
the N ovel. However, this latter work came 
out two years later, although, obviousl y, 
it was in th e making at the time its 
predecess or was put together. 

The Novel of the World - The World of 
the Novel is Zoltan Abadi-Nagy's fifth 
volume of criticism. He started out with 
Swift, a szatinkus is a tervez!J [S,vift: Satirist 
and D esigner" Budapest: Akademiai 
Kiad6, 1973], went on with Va/sag is 
komikum - A hatvanas evek amerikai regenye 
[Crisis and Com edy - The American 
Novel in th e 60s" Magveto, 1982], which 
latter proved to be the first in a series of 
critical wo rks cover ing contempora ry 
American fiction from the late fifties up 
until December 31, 1999. No kiddin g. 
After Az amerikai minimalista proza 
[American Minimalist Pro se" 
Argumentum , 1994] came Mai amerikai 
regenykalauv 19 70-1990 [A Guid e to 
Contemp orary American Novels" 1970-
1990] and Vilagreginy - Regenyvilag [The 
Novel of the World - The World of the 
Novel, herein after: NOW-WON ], and 
there l S no stoppm g: Abadi-Nag y 
(hereinaft er: ZA N) is alread y working on 
the next vo lum e, which bo th 
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chronol ogically and logically follows the 
themes of the prec eding works . This 
time, however, he also decided to take 
care of his intellectual heritage by 
launchin g a commend able project ; he 
has gathered around him a group o f five, 
research ers and stud ents, named them 
America 2000, and is involving them in 
writing and compilin g the next book, 
which will be on the question of identi ty 
in the literature of th e 1990s (henc e the 
exact closing date above) , and whose 
chapters will be produc ed by resp ective 
member s of the group - includin g ZAN 
himself both as editor and contribut or. 
The boo k will be publish ed in 2001. 

Th e latest volum e, NOW-W ON, 
includes int erviews with six Americ an 
classics: Walker Perc y, Kurt Vonn egut , 
William Ga ddis, E.L. D octorow , Ronald 
Sukenick , and Raym ond Pederman , and 
strays from the path s of the auth or's 
other works on Am Lit in at least one 
major way, and from interview s in 
general in another . T he one way in 
which N O W-WON deviates from the 
series is chronological. Vdl rdg es komikum 
explored American fiction in the 1960s 
with a focus on black humour and 
entrop y; Az amerikai minima!ista prdza 
concentrat ed on the generati on (s) 
followin g the high postm odern period; 
while the Mai amerikai regenyka!aut 19 70-
1990 too k on introducin g a wide range 
of Am erican novels and novelist s in the 
period indicated in it s title. In other 
words, the real sequel to these thr ee, as 
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far as chronolo gy is concerned , will be 
the identity vo lum e; rath er than 
continuing it, NOW-WON 
compl ements the Guide. What ZA N 
offers us in NOW-WON is a selection 
of the by-produ cts of the first two 
volumes in the series. Notice I have not 
said "o nly." You would assume it is not 
a critical work but simpl y a bunch of 
con versations typed up and neatl y edit ed 
- and this is exactl y where you wo uld be 
wron g. A mere generic chan ge takes 
place, not one in quality; it must be 
stressed that as a consequenc e of the 
thorou ghly researched, well-con sidered 
questions, the bo ok, with all its analytical 
and theoretical conclusions, gains an 
imp ort ance that is characteristi c o f an 
indi spensable critical vo lume. 

Th e author s have been arranged 
accordin g to a pattern that is neith er 
alphab etical nor chro nological in ord er. 
ZAN start s out by admitting thi s in the 
prefa ce: he inform s us that he had 
picked as an organising principl e the 
extent to which the authors in their 
writin gs dissent from convention al novel 
form s 111 term s of structur e and 
techni que; that is, Percy, wh o mostly 
empl oys traditi onal means and effects of 
m1mes1s, preced es Sukenick and 
Fed erm an , who sometimes engage in 
creating an elaborate stru cture, 
som etimes a cheap disguise; while 
Vonn egut, Gaddi s and D octoro w linger 
in between, minglin g elements o f both 
strat egies, experim ent al in spirit and 



often in methods, yet, at the same time, 
their roots strong and firm in tradition. 

While reading this review in English, 
on interviews with authors whose 
mother tongue is also English, we should 
keep in mind that this particular 
collection of conversations was 
published in Hungarian . Although we 
find no translator named on the 
copyright page, we are certainl y right in 
assuming that ZAN translat ed the text 
himself. There is only one ref erence to 
translation in the preface: in his last but 
one opening remark ZAN says he felt 
that any formality of the language 
"would misrepresent the circumstances 
of the int erviews, and would distort their 
atmosphere and style, when used in 
conversations recorded in a casual mood 
based on informality" (p. 12.). ,-\t first I 
took this to define all of the interviews, 
but now it seems the words "when used" 
mark a subtle, perhaps unintended 
distinction: they impl y that forma l 
language is perfectly appropriat e when 
used in conversations lacking that certam 
mood. Should it be so, we might 
conclud e that only Gaddis and 
Doctorow refused to cooperate m 
establi shing a relaxed situ ation (the 
reason why formal langua ge is used in 
the Sukenick interview prob ably being 
that, as an exception in the collection, it 
had been published before, and the text 
is a reprint of the 1984 ver sion). It is no 
wonder, considering the widely known 
fact that the se two authors tend to turn 
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down interviews ,vith repugnance. Our 
conclusion 1s further supported by 
Gaddis's opening statements and by 
ZAN's menti on of how Doctorow 
refused to consent to the publication of 
the interview in E nglish and how he cut 
the Hungarian version by half durin g 
revisions. Unlike Gaddis, who seems to 
warm to the situation and gets fairly 
loosened up with time, Doctorow 
remams upti ght and pedantic 
throughout. A tough guy. Oh, and by th e 
way, the tran slations are excellent. 

Althou gh this seems contradictory to 
what I just said, openness appears to be 
one of the remarkable common features 
that pre vail in the int erv iews . In spite of 
Doctorow 's rigidity, which can in fact be 
put down to an uncomprom1s111g 
strictness and precision not only with the 
critic bu t himself as well, the fact 
rema111s that he did agree to the 
interview and afterwards to its 
publicati on 111 Hungary a trne 
achievement on ZAN's part. Zi\N also 
mana ged to tame Gaddis, and was 
successful in coming to terms ,vith the 
other four write rs in a manner that 
reflects both mutual respect and an urge 
to explor e and explicate. He succeeded 
in puttin g the authors in a state of mind 
in which the y sens ed not only an 
obligation to satisfy the base informatio n 
hunger of the everyday reader but also 
an inner dnve to crystallise certain 
crucial point s in critical reception , no 
matter what their general attitude 
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towards it. Strangely enough, the parties 
reach a point in each conversation 
where, as a result of how ZAN seeks to 
understand them and their work, the 
authors are driven to search for 
responses to their own unanswered 
questions as well . The questions appear 
to awaken a need in the interviewees to 
put into words some sort of self-
definitioo, or describe the process of its 
evolution without prevarication. A 
process full of struggles, obviously; and 
the expectation of the partner luckily 
coincides here with the speaker's 
fundamental urge to express this formula 
- another common feature of the SL'-

cooversations. 
Gaddis does not hesitate to come 

out with reasons for his reluctance to 
appear in public as a writer: he says he 
cannot stand stupid questions and does 
not think very much of criticism. He 
claims his resistance stems from the 
tendency to ask childish chit-chat 
questions in a talk show fashion, whereas 
he prefers the focus to be on the work 
rather than the author. Let us face it: he 
does have a point there. It suffices to 
thumb through two volumes of Inte,jtt! -
Na,_f!Y irok miihe!Jeben [Interviews with 
Great Writers, Budapest: Europa, n.d.] 
and check out the Anglo-Saxon authors. 
One cannot be more baffled when 
coming across questions like "Cao you 
play cards?," "Which is your favourite 
season?," "\'{!hat do you have for 
breakfast?" or "Do you write in the 
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morning or at night?". These are the type 
of questions Gaddis ridicules by calling 
them "Which side of the paper do you 
write on?" questions. Make no mistake 
about it, you will be happy to find ZAN 
crushes that tradition. 

In addition to the chance of meeting 
the six authors, we have an excellent 
opportunity to get acquainted with 
ZAN's analytical mind and his tireless 
drive to interrogate the writers. He 
makes excuses in advance, saying that he 
feels bound in his questions to give the 
reader an angle on the works in question 
and their context, as a consequence of 
which his deeply probing questions are 
at times in sharp contrast to the brief 
answers. This is especially true for the 
cynically pragmatic V onnegut, who 
relapses into an attitude reminiscent of 
his characters and habitually shortcuts 
the interviewer's well-researched abstract 
questions. Not a wordmonger, not he. 
Each author refutes ZAN's 
interpretation once or twice, saying that 
it is too far-fetched and is aimed at 
establishing links that conflict with their 
original intentions; and no doubt, there 
is sometimes a sense that ZAN intends 
to push a preconsidered idea a little. The 
fact that the interviews are edited 
reinforces this suspicion because any 
unevenness in the dialogue might create 
in us the false impression that some 
remarks and comments are cut out and 
thus left unreflected, when, in reality, the 
author is simply hard pressed for time 



due to his tight schedule. 
Two things kept bothering me 

throughout the book, and one of them 
ended up turning into a strong irritation. 
Firstly, to my taste, ZAN massively 
overuses italicisation in his collection. I 
frequently bumped into sentences where 
two or even three words were printed in 
italics, as if ZAN did not trust us to spot 
the really significant parts in what they (yes, 
the same goes for his questions) had to 
say, or he preferred the readers' stresses 
to coincide with his choices. Secondly, I 
had a strong sensation of being treated 
like a high school nincompoop welling 
up in me at the sight of some of the 
footnotes. Try as I might, I cannot come 
to understand why you would want to 
clarify in a university press publication 
on world literature the following 
"obscurities": neuron, mutatis mutandis, 
carte blanche, euthanasia, fait accompli, 
par excellence, erratum, dyslexia, 
Watergate scandal, or Armageddon, to 
name but a few. I am sure we deserve 
more credit ab ovo. Particularly irksome 
are the verbatim definitions imported 
from Bakos' dictionary of foreign words. 
On the other hand, uninitiated and 
underinformed novices are left in the 
dark as to what the key sentence is in 
Percy's The Moviegoer (p. 49.), which 
about-to-be-ready novel Vonnegut 
describes (p. 97-8.), which of his books 
had been officially burnt and where (p. 
116.), and when the Hungarian weekly 
E!et is lroda!om [Life and Literature] 
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published a debate on where Houdini 
was born (p. 174.). 

As usual, ZAN has again produced 
true pioneering work. His critical volume 
precedes the publication of most of the 
primary literature it is based on: with the 
exception of Vonnegut and Doctorow, 
the authors included in ZAN's selection 
have been hugely neglected both by 
Hungarian publishing houses and 
academia, the extreme being \Villiam 
Gaddis, whose work does not seem to 
be considered worth being introduced to 
the Hungarian public. As usual, I said, 
because the lack of corresponding 
material available in Hungarian has been 
a major characteristic of ZAN's critical 
works ever since the second book in the 
series, the one on Minimalism, which 
broke into a total critical vacuum, and 
will be succeeded by the publication of 
the Hungarian translation of the primary 
pieces only early next year. 

For two reasons, it is a pity that the 
last interview was reduced to half the 
length of its original version. First, it 
would have made nice symmetry to 
begin and end the book with a seventy-
page interview. More importantly, I have 
found Federman the most likeable writer 
- or I should use the word "person" 
because when I say this it is not his 
artist's credo or fiction theory I recall. 
ZAN claims the conversation was cut in 
order to reduce the size of the book, but 
I must say I do not really see what 
difference thirty more pages would have 
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made in a 250-page book. Either way, let 
us hope that some tim e in the futur e we 
will have access to the full versions of all 
the intervi ews as well as more lefto ver 
bits and pieces from Zoltan Abadi-
Nagy's draw ers - first of all, to what he 
has on Coo ver and Barth, if I may 
suggest . 

JuditBakos 

Legitimising the Apocryphal? 

Tamas Bcnyei, Apokriflrat ok. 
Mdgik11s realista reginyekr6! [Apocryphal Texts. 
Magic Realism in Novels], Orbis Litt eramm 

Series 3, Debrecen : Koss uth Egyetemi 
Kiad6, 1997. 

The term 'ma gic realism' itself is 
rather contradictory so far as it 
interp olate s the subjective, the magical, 
and th e spiritual 'mode' within the 
objecti ve , the realistic, and the ph ysical 
'mode' o f \vriting. Acco rding to th e 
author the supernatural is 'imman ent' in 
magic realist texts, a 'hidd en propert y of 
reality,' gro"ving organic ally out of the 
represent ed world. 1 Are they meant to be 
sacred texts, the apocryphal versions or 

3Tamas Benyei, 'Rereadin g "Magic Realism"' 
H[EAS , /I0/.3, No. I (1997) p. 152., further referr ed 
to as 'R' 
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simulations of hol y boo ks (R. p . 174)? 
Ben yei's compact, well balanced study 
supplies the reader with an answer to 
this question amon g many other s. 

The introducti on , by observing the 
'popul ar ' connotati ons of 'magic realism' 
- that is, the allusions to the exotic, the 
fantastic, the unknown - emphasi ses the 
need for a closer analysis, a poss ible 
rereadin g of the term, suggesting new 
appro aches to the und erstandin g of this 
'mode ' o f writing. Fo llowing the critical 
canon, Benyei defin es the texts of 
magical realism to be analysed as 
'paradi gmatic' and 'typical.' Th ere is a 
wide range of authors and works he 
labels 'magic realist ' out of which his 
paradigm atic text s will be: Garda 
I\fargue z's One Hundred ·y·ears ef Solitude 
(1967) and Salman Rushdie's Midn{ght'r 
Children (1981); and the 'typical': To ny 
Morri son's Song oj·Solomon (1977), Angela 
Cart er's i'\1i,ghts at the Circus (1984), 
Graham Swift 's Water/and (1983). 

T he author's underlying assu mptio n 
is that the magic realist 'mode of writing' 
is a part of th e postmodern mode, 
alth ough the two terms should not be 
blurred, or under stoo d as synony ms. It 
is, as he sees it , close to the po stmo dern 
novel-p oe tics elaborated by Linda 
Hutch eon in th e 1980s . Th ough he 
accepts the the ory tha t mo st 'magi c 
realist' texts have been born in a 
po stco lon ial cont ext, Benyei emphasises 
that this mode of writing itself is not 
nece ssarily, 'per definitionem' the 
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alth ough the two terms should not be 
blurr ed, or under stood as synon yms. It 
is, as he sees it , close to the po stmo dern 
novel-p oe tics elaborated by Linda 
Hutch eon in the 1980s. Th ough he 
accept s the the ory tha t mo st 'magic 
realist' texts have been born in a 
po stco lon ial cont ext, Benyei emph asises 
that this mode of writing itself is not 
nece ssarily, 'per definitionem' the 



monopoly of the literature of 
peripheries, minorities, oppositions 
(postcolonial or feminist) or of any 
specific geographical region (Latin 
America, the past colonies; pp. 15-16). 

The first chapter surveys the history 
of the use of the term 'magic realism' 
going back to the 1920s when the term 
was first used in Europe, in the context 
of art history, by Franz Roh, the German 
art historian, in his book Nach-
Expressionismus: Magischer Realismus (p. 
21). The ambiguous nature of the term 
used in the European context, for 
paintings mainly, was quite different 
from that of the Latin American usage , 
for literature, from the late 1920s, and 
later on, from the postcolonial and 
postmodern notion of 'magic realism' in 
the 1980s. Benyei agrees with Brian 
McHale and Linda I-Iutcheon that the 
postmodcrn features of ontological fear, 
carnivalistic textuality, the polyphony of 
discursive realities can all be found in 
agreement with the characteristics of the 
so called 'magic realist' texts (pp. 45-46). 

In the second chapt er Benyei 
redefines magic realism as a mode of 
writing in his discussion of the aspects of 
the fantastic as critical heritage, its 
appearance in inversion and 'adjunction,' 
magic and reality; the rhetorics of magic: 
causality and figurativity; the pragmatics 
of magic: storytelling; writing and 
speaking (narrating); genealogy; magic as 
the transgression of taboo s; magic as 
apocryphal and the magic word . 
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The rhetoric mvers1on between 
fantastic and real, supernatural and 
ordinary, is a basic strategy in One 
Hundred Years of Solitude. In Rushdie's 
Midnight's Children the first sentence, - "I 
was born in Bombay . . . once upon a 
time"- in Benyei's analysis, already 
performs two conflicting codes, the 
realistic and the fabulating (p. 64). It is 
rather the subversion of boundaries, the 
use of hyperboles, the adjunctive logic of 
magic realist texts whereby the 
nivellation and not simply the inversion 
of the elements at the level of narration 
takes place. The miracles are "self-
sustained, taking place independentl y of 
the other miracles , neither reinforcin g 
them nor invalidating them" (R. p. 154). 

Magic and realism should not 
necessarily be read in the term of 'magic 
realism' as an oxymoron. If one reads 
realism as 'mimesis,' its meaning ·will 
correlate with 'magic' (p. 74). Magic itself 
is representational, the magical activity is 
largely mimetic. One may as well say that 
mimesis is in its elf magical: "the wonder 
of mimesis lies in the copy drawin g on 
the character and power of the original, 
to the point whereby the representation 
may even assume that character and that 
power" (Iaussig, qtd. p. 74; R. p. 156). 
Thus magic and realism have, instead of 
an oxymoronic, a rather complementary, 
or supplementary, 'adjunctive' 
relationship (p. 77). There 1s no 
synthesis, however , between the two 
'worlds,' those of magic and realism, they 
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are not two alternatives (pp. 79-80). 
Magical figurativity influences 

magical causality. Benyei goes back to 
Nietzsche's thoughts on causality: "In 
the phenomenalism of the 'inner world' 
we invert the chronological order of 
cause and effect. The fundamental fact 
of 'inner experience' is that the cause is 
in1agined after the effect has taken 
place" (The Will to Truth, quoted, p. 84; 
R. pp. 160-161). The interpretation of 
magic (metaphorical and metonymical) 
in Frazer's The Golden Bough and 
Cassirer's concept of the magic of 
language are among a series of other 
antecedents also considered. Magic as 
such cannot be translat ed to conceptual 
langua ge. The 'immanent transcendence' 
of magic can be underst ood as both an 
interpretation of the world and a praxis, 
an interpretation of the world that is a 
praxis (p. 95; R. p. 167). "Magic provides 
a language or grammar by means of 
which the elements that make up the 
world can be inserted into a meaningful 
system" (p. 97; R. p. 168). 

The ontological and pragmatic 
features of the language of magic realist 
narratives come to the focus when one 
observes magic not as an interpretation 
of the world but as an activity. "On the 
thematic level magic realist narratives are 
full of activities that can be called 
magical" (p. 99; R. p. 169). There is 
name magic, love magic, black magic, 
prophecy, alchemy, incantati ons and 
spells, witches, magicians; there is stage 
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magic, confidence trick, and where the 
magical activity is a "verbal act," that is a 
possibl e "selfreflexive metaphor" of 
storytellin g (p. 99; R. p. 170). There is an 
anthropol ogical interest in the act of 
narrati on, not as an aesthetic self-
reflexivi ty, but as "a broader curiosity 
concernin g narrative understandin g and 
the narrative tran saction in general " (p. 
100; R. p . 170). "The primary objective 
of story-telling can be persu asion, 
understandin g, seduction, confessi on 
and th erapy," though in some cases it 
can be of existential importance, that is a 
'matter of life and death' (in Water/and 
and_Midnight's Children; pp . 101-102; R. p. 
170). "Narrati ve equals life, the absence 
of narrative, death" (Todorov's Poetics. 
qtd. p . 103; R. p. 171). Storytellin g can 
become a "life-metaphor," or elsewher e, 
more profanely, a "magical trick of 
performan ce." 

Th e dram atising of the act of 
narration can be linked ,vith the 
imitati on o f the oral tradition . The 
author claims that the heritage of oral 
storytelling, that is, its imitation , or 
illusion , wha t Bakhtin called 'skaz' is only 
simulating the oral tradition (p. 105). 
With writing comes the absence of living 
memory (Derrida, qtd. p. 107), orality is 
living mem ory itself and life ,vith out 
living memory does not exist (cf. One 
Hundred Years of Solitude). Writing itself is 
the loss of the subject (R. Barth es), the 
trope of forgetting, of loss, of death, and 
at the same time, through a po stcol on ial 



understanding , it can imply symbolically 
a transgr essive meanin g as well (p. 108). 
In the texts of magic realism the 
differenc e between the subjectivi ty 
created within the narrati ve text and the 
living pr esence expres sed in the oral 
narration appears at a linguistic level. 

The notion of genealogy 1s 
interpret ed, relying upon the concept s of 
Nietzsch e, D errida, and Foucault , as an 
archetypal form of the stor y, a 
paradigm atic form of the stor y of 
origins. Benyei conclud es that in the 
magic realist no vels genealogy is basically 
a figurative space of the search for self-
identity and that of origins, where the 
code of naming and that of the body 
meet. He also claims that genealo gy is 
the ambi guous spac e of writing, the 
space of security of belonging to a 
family, being part of a family tree, and, at 
the same time, it is 'th e empty space,' the 
figurative space of insecur ity, of a los s of 
identity , a non-presenc e. The written text 
(that is, the names themselves , the family 
tree) is recited (here th e written narrativ e 
and th e ora l narrati on mingle) and 
becomes finite, liturgical, scriptualised (p. 
121). Thus takes place the rite of the 
losing of identity. On the other hand , the 
body can also becom e the symb olic 
space of genealogical identity (cf. One 
llundred Years of Solitude). Benyei uses 
here the notio ns of 'bo dyw riting' and 
'bo dyreading' referrin g to Michael 
Ragussis 's theory that the signs on the 
individual body will be symbo lic and \v-ill 
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cont ain all the 'texts' of the family in a 
latent form (p. 123). 

Magic is traditionally a transgr essive 
human activity; throu gh magic, \vith the 
help of the magical rite, man can get in 
touch with the supernatural, get beyond 
the profan e, 'thiswordly' existence. T hu s 
Benyei says that magic conceived as an 
act of rite can stand as a metaph or for 
tran sgress ion . H ybridity (incest), 
carniv alisation and textual excess, th at is, 
hyperb olic figurativity, narrative excess, a 
tend ency toward all-inclusiveness, are the 
charact eristic featur es of magic realist 
text s the author finds to be relevant and 
obvi ous mark ers of m agical 
trans gress ion (R. p. 172). As Bcnyei 
remark s, in the storytelling code of 
magic realist novels there is an emphasis 
on the binari sm of history and 
sto rytelling, that is, the written, 'official' 
story versus the fictiona l, narrat ed story. 
Magicality is not only th e trope for the 
rhet oricity o f the se texts but can stand 
for their perform ativity too (p. 138). The 
"desire to push ou twar d, to project 
form s and figurative strategies outside, 
conn ects the magical figura tivity and the 
per formative pragma tics of thes e texts in 
the transgressive effor t to cross the 
bound ary that separat es languag e from 
the world " (p. 140; R . p. 172). 

"The multitude of magical-figurative 
links established between elem ent s o f 
the narrated world - that is, the 
semiotisatio n of the entire fictional 
univ erse - are features tha t simul ate the 
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structure of a sacred text" (p. 140; R. p. 
172). Declaring this, Benyei explores the 
underlying difference between the sacred 
text and that of magic realism. The 
textual, rhetorical, pragmatic 
characteristics of sacred texts are 
borrowed, and thus, the profane, 
historical existence "begins to resemble 
sacred existence, at least in a formal, 
structural sense" (p. 140; R. p. 173). 
"Several magic realist texts conceive of 
themselves as sacred texts, or rather as 
apocryphal rewritings of sacred texts, 
borrowing their thematic, structural, 
rhetorical, and performative features but, 
of course, lacking their absolute 
authority of signification and presence" 
(p. 141; R. p. 173). Sacred texts, that is, 
"the holy book is the archetype of the 
book as totality: it names/ creates/ reveals 
the world in its totality" (p. 144; R. p. 
173). Magic "is a fallen trope of the 
performative capability of sacred 
language" (p. 145; R. p. 174). 

After the theoretical chapters the 
author turns to 'practice' and offers most 
interesting and carefully elaborated 
analyses of the chosen novels according 
to special categories, selected from the 
characteristics of magic realist texts 
demonstrated previously. The chapter 
'The Book of Meanings' explores Latin 
American magic realism in Garcia 
Marquez's One Hundred Years of Solitude. 
The central category is presence, and the 
analysis focuses on how it is questioned 
in the fictional world by the apocalyptic 
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character of time and history in the 
novel. The novel postulates and then 
questions the logocentric opposition, 
and uses writing as the trope for non-
presence, for death that is already 
present in the oral narration. \'(!riting is 
present as 'catastrophe,' the losing of 
memory and presence. The author looks 
for possible centres the text could offer 
to be organised around, like the cosmos 
(the world), sound, repetition, 
oppositions, none of which, as discussed, 
proves to satisfy the expectations. 

In Song of Solomon - analysed in the 
chapter 'The Book of Names' - the 
logocentric opposition is postulated and 
questioned again. The opposition of 
speech and writing is explored in the 
contexts of self identity, name-giving, 
genealogy and magic. 

It is magical causality and figurativity 
that Benyei exarrunes 1n 1\/lidnight's 
Children - in 'The Book of Salim' 
chapter. The author reads the novel as 
an allegory according to Paul de Man's 
understanding where allegory is a 
metatrope that implies and at the same 
time questions totalising figurative 
systems. The figurative systems Benyei 
focuses on are based on the tropes of 
typology, metaphor, metonymy, 
synecdoche. He also exammes the 
apocryphal features of the text, the 
rhetorical, figurative, and performative 
strategies of the imitation of the 
totalising sacred book and the problem 
of allegory and imitation. Then he turns 



to the description of the role o f magic, 
magical rite. 

In the chapter 'The Book of Clowns' 
Nights at the Circus is analysed centring on 
the category of self identit y. Benyei 
disagrees with the accepted critical 
reading of the novel that regards the text 
as a feminist pamphlet. The clowns, he 
argues, play an import ant ro le in the 
novel's questioning of subjectivit y, the 
model of self identity offered by the 
novel itself, in the form of performa nce. 
Magic, conceived as perform ance, 'stage' 
magic, can stand as the most imp ortant 
self-m etaphor of the novel. Writing, 
not e-taking, read as a metap hor for 
fixing reality, is oppos ed to oral narration 
(p. 332). The confidence trick, which is a 
central element of the novel , is played, 
first and foremost, of course, up on the 
reader. 

Water/and, discussed in the chapter 
'Th e Book of \v'ounds,' offers repetition 
as th e central category of analysis. In the 
novel' s narrative logic all th e events are 
wounds, traumas, the repetition s of 
previ ous events. The novel thu s has an 
apocalyptic time dim ension . Benyei 
exp lores the act of narr ation as the 
symb olic repetition of the narrated 
events with the help of the 
psychoanalytical transferenc e model. 
Repetitio n also works with magic 
causality, it brings defacemen t and 
wounds (as opposed to Garcia 
Marquez's no vel). Storytelling app ears as 
the foundation of the tradition-
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preservin g act o f speech; naming and 
storytellin g become the foundation o f 
knowledg e, in the same way as in One 
Hundred Years of Solitude. Storytelling, th e 
selection o f repet ition, however, has the 
function of forgetting too. The 
hermeneutic search for authenticity of 
existenc e, first at a hi storical then at an 
individu al level is, doo med to failure .4 

Ben yei's flexible use of definiti ons 
provid e a panoramic outlook, attemptin g 
to widen further the circle of cultural and 
literary phen omena studied. 

Among the many important merits 
of Apo krif Iratok, the most challengin g 
one, perhaps, is its extended use of so far 
largely fixed categories and definition s. 
The author's all inclusive historic al and 
theoretic al knowledge of his subject and 
his brilliantl y fresh, manifold and 
energetic arguments throughout the 
analyses convince of the success of his 
challenge, of the validity of his rereadin g. 

~Tamas Benyei, 'N arrative and Repetition in 
"\Vaterland "' British a11d Am erica11 S !tidies, uoL 1, 
J\'o.1 (1996) p. 112. 
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