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Miracle-working Poetry, Poetry Worth a Miracle? 

The Cxdmon Story Yet Again 

All whu ;ire imcrc~tnl in Anhlo-S;1xo11 poetry would ccruinly finJ it extremely 
exciting to trJv~·l back in time and meet one of the poets who composed some of 
the lines we arc studying, over a thousand years later, sec how he worked, how he 
got his training, how he lived, what role he had in soc iety . Was he rich, respected, 
somebody with great prestige, or the direct opp osite? Since, however, this is 
impossible, scholars have made several attempts at reconstructing the historical 
figure of the Anglo-Saxon scop . All of us , \\·ho re.id and lo\-c Anglo-Saxon poetry, 
commit the venial sin of the scholar oi using our fantasy to do this, and have a 
mental inuge of thi s \·e:-y attractive per son. lf, however. we try to work as a 
scholar should, we feel \·c:·y much at a loss, because ther e arc almost no historicil 
cLna we can rely on in co nstructing this figure . Even the historic.11 generalisation 
of ''the Anglo-Saxon scop " seems of very qucstio1ublc value. 1 

One strong temptation .11! students of Anglo-Saxon arc exposed to is reading 
Bede's story of Cxdrnon, \\'llich seems to be the only description of a historical 
po et in ,iction, bu t after the iirst happy encounter with this attractive person a 
more C.:.ll"cful reading and ,malys;s reveals of ho._._. little usc.: he is for us in pursuing 

I /\ cu m,11011 dc11omi1utor ut" .ill scops is .1 ra1thn i11-l"Li11ct image. but I c.11111ol agr ee to tlic 
separation ol jiffcrclll kiuds o f role s like Lhmc 111 Jeff OpLu1d's /i11glo-S.1xo11 Oral Poetry (New 
llavcn and Lond o n: Yale University Press , 1980), C luptcr 8, wlic re he describes the harpcr-
clllcrt,1incr , Lhc v,nic scop, .md the teller of pros e storie s .is Jist.inct wdi-,lcfiucd kinds of poets m 
i\n1;lo-S.1xo11 E11gla11d. I le dra ws his parallels from rather too far :iw .1y 111 space and time. The 
temptation is 11ndcrsu11dably hrcat for such .11ulo~ies bc c.1usc of the shurugc of d,ua . 
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o ur ;llm of reconstructing the historical figure o f ;1 sco p, because Bede's story is 
;rnything but a histori cal document , simply put: its purpose is not what we wish 
to use it for. 

Cxclmon is certainly the first Anglo-Saxon poet in at least two sense s. The 
first datable person with a name, that we know of, who composed poetry, and the 
first one, that we know by name, who welded together pagan and Christian 
tr.1dition in his poetry. 2 But in litera ry history we cannot make much of him. He 
is just one among many Anglo-Saxon poets wh o composed religious verse, he 
st.1nds out only inasmuch as we know his name, but not much of his poetry. His 
story, however, is a c1se study in how ;ll least one member of his audience, 
although not in his immediate proximity, Bede, a nc,1r contemporary, appreciated 
his pers on and his compositions and how he passed his story on to his readers. 
This p;1per is one more .lltempL ;\l rc.1di11g Bede's storr of C.x:dmon, and at 
confronting .1 possible i'l\1l1ing in the context of Bede with wlut 21st-cemury 
minds might extract frn m it. My condusion is that Cxdmon is the most attractive 
char;1eter in the story only for the reader. Bede's central character is not him, 
neither is Bede's purp ose to present documentary evidence about how Anglo-
S;1xon poetry was comp osed. Bede's aim was different with this story. 

,-\uo ther w;1y of approaching our topic would be to retrieve the image of the 
c.irly scop from the extant poems. In doing so we mu st never lose sight of the fact 
tlut wlutever we read no w, was filtered through at le.1st one clerical mind, so we 
shall nev er have immedi;lle ,lCcess to ;my pagan heroic poet. He is irretrievably 
lost. When Christianity too k root, it slowly but r.idically altered the social ;mJ 
cultura} setti ng . P,1gan poetry still remained popular in Christian Anglo-Saxon 
England and the ide;ils it showed to the listeners were not washed away by the 
ho! y \VJ.ter or b.1ptism, but this poetry underwent a change. The integration of the 
two culture s is ()l1c ,if the most fascin;ning ;1spccts of this early world. Bede's story 
of Ca:dnrnn i, \\'itncss w how a contemp\)r;iry mind appreci.ncJ this change, what 
role he .1scribe, l ( > pm·l!·y in it, how he jw,tilies the u ld style with the new topic. 

2 The earlier view, hcl,i b·.- n1.rny, that a uumbc:· "! biblical p<>ems cm he .\\crihcd to Ca.-dmon, 
l,\''1dc 1 lic-11inc-li11\' liynJ11 "in, .md less acccp1c,! ,ww, sinc e 1t is ,1l mo,1 1111possihl,· to prove. It rests 
011ly on imprcs1io111stic >tyi:,uc evidence. Th ere .ire extant poems, like Genesis, which fit in wnh 
l\e,!t-'s dn cnption of wh.n m rt of poetry Cn lmon composed, but no hard proof, "beyon d 
rL·.1" llt.,lik doubt" exists th.11 C.1:dmon had .mything to do with it. Thl' (0 11cept of Cx dmon 
111it1.ll111~ ., ><·l10ol uf pons c.mnut be confirmed lrom Bede. He dearly ~1.llo that nobody cou ld do 
wh,ll C.n!111u1; did as well as he .. rnd the rest uf rcligwus poe1ry 1s dclinitcly uot less good in q11.1lity 
d1.111 c:,l•d111, )?l ·~ l1vn1n. 
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The piece concerneJ is Book IV, Chapter 24 in BeJc's llzstona Ecclcsiastica 
Gentis Ang/arum.' It tells the story which took pbce in the double monastery of 
Whitby around AD 680, when a simple shepherd, Cl'.dmon, who coulJ not sing 
any songs earlier to entertain his by companions .1t a feast obtained the gift of 
composing religious poetry with the help of Jn angel during his sleep. 4 

From Bede's and C,l'.dmon's point of view this is a miracle God performed 
on Cxdmon, and thus it is described much in the vein of saints' lives. "In Bede's 
account, Cxdmon's gift of singing in 'verses which he haJ never heard before in 
praise of God the Creator' is a miracle because God wonderfully articulated what 
he already had imbued in Cxdmon's nature and prepared for in his Anglo-Saxon 
monastic surrounding."' The story should not be read as if it was history, in the 
modern foctu,il sense of that word.'· It w,1s history for Bede, "who would have 
found the distinction lwt wecn secubr and s.1cred otiosc," 7 .md whose purpose was 
to write the success oi Christianity (i.e. of GoJ) in Eng,Lrncl. The story dearly 
furthers t!ut aim, "it describes how God subordinates physic.ii nature to .1 higher 

,i :\li references to the Latiu au<l English text, .1:c tu tl:11 l'Liiuon: ll. Col);I,1\'l' ,md R. J\. B. Mynor,, 
eds., 8ede's Ecclesiasucd I /11/un' of ;h,- Lr::,i,,;, i'cop:'c (0:dnr,!: CL1:-rndo11 Press, 1992), Book IV, 
Ch. 24, pp. 414-421. 
4 Roberta Frank draws .ntcm10n to .i ,10:,· 1n Isidore ol Scvilic 01 p,1,s111h ,1 tl.lrp .1rnu11d the ublc, 
conuncnting th.1t "pcrh,1ps tile \Vl11tby J1ne:-s •.s·cr,· 1mt doing .1s the Rui:1.1m ,!:d." 111· R. l:rank, 
"The Search for tire Anglo-Saxon Poet," B11lic,:.•: ,'.i ,he John Ry!.wds U111·~:c;•·.,:Ly I.i!1r.n-y of ,\/anc!H·s/cr 
75 (1993) l l-.1h, p. 30. Bede's story of Cc<lmon is c-c:·1;11uly lo,1dcd with f.uni!1,1r lncrary .me\ mvtl11c 
elements but that should not prevent us from disc.11-..lin6 its mcamug on face value .ill together. 
'i G. H. Brown, "Old l'n);lish Verse as ,1 \lc-,ln1m for Chnsti.111 Tlicoll! 6\"." 111: Modes of 
fnlerprelalwn a/Old English Puclry, Essays in J-/onor ufSt,w!cy B. Grcrnjicld, ed. !'Ii. K. Brown cl ,,I, 
(Toronto, Buffalo, London: L'nivcrsity of Toronto Press, I 986) 15-28, p. lh. 
6 "S;icrcd lirstory [ ... Jin the ~liddlc Ages ,1ssume, ,l> p.1rt of its rcsponsibi!1t'-' the recording of tlrosc 
imL111cc:s when God manifest., tire divine in tl.e "·urld. Medieval nun l)("licvnl tl1.1t ilie tlll'opli.rny 
w,1s most ,1ppropnatcly 111.1111/cstc<l through .111 111c.1ni.1uon 111 Cod\ clcc'l. b, s,1mts. I would .1rguc 
that one ol the princrp,il ,inivitics of sacrl"ll b10br.1phy 1s to chrornde the appe,1r.111cc ol the 
111brcakmg ol the Jiviuc i11 the world, or wh,1t :\ll);l!Stinc referred w ,h the semin,zle r,1//f!11cs 
intcrruptint- the contiu,l.l! i1ux of the world. Sccubr history, ou the utlrcr h,md, h.1:, ,ls its 
responsibilit v to chron1clc ,mJ mtcrprct ,1ct1v1t1cs, po111ts of view, ,llld m:,1 itutiom all of which h.1vc 
little mctaphys1c.1l oricmation" (Th. J. Hcffcrn.rn, S.,crcd liwgraphy, S.unr, ,md '/J;en lizographics in 
1/Je Middle Ages (New York, Oxford: Oxford Cn1versit v Prcs,, 1988], p. '/7). 
7 l·Idfcrnan, p. 97, note 43. 
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purpose,"x in this case the un educat ed mind of a sheph erd is nude suitable for the 
purpose of teaching, converting pagan Anglo-Saxons.'.' 

lf, on the other h~md, the story is scrutinis ed from the point of view of 
poetr y, interesting aspects emerge. Th e miracle sheds light on how mighty the 
persuasive power of poetry was considered by Bede ;rnd his readers, if it was 
worthwhile to "mobilise" God to confer this powe r up on somebody in order that 
Christian truth was more efficiently spr ead among people who were still pagan. 

We can go f unher and say th ;1t it w;1s God who inspired and, in a sense, also 
"compo sed" his poe try; Cxdmon is treated merely as a vehicl e. "The angel brings 
to a ch osen vessel, chara cteri sticall y humble, the ob ligation to receive and to be 
the first to communicate God's wor d in English poetry." 10 What was admirable in 
the event for Bede and the audien ce was not so mu ch Cxdmon, but God at work. 
Cx<lmon could on ly be presente d by Bede lik e ;1 s;1int, not as a poet. 

In Bede's story the gift to C.1:dmon was limited to making poems on 
religiou s topics, hut none could be his equal in this as it was only he who obtained 
the skill from G od . The old verse applied to the new topics was dclightf ul and 
mov ing so "[b ]y his songs the minds of many were of ten inspired to despise the 
world J.nd to long for the heavenly life ." 11 The passage show s how Bede thought 
that th ro ugh this new medium, through ye t anot her channel God could turn 
people to the new ways mor e easily than by only sending his missionari es to them 
who could probably tell the same thing s no less cnthusi ;1stically , but only in pro se 
sermons. This is why C,1:dmon's tc.1ehers soon turn ed int o his listeners, his 
admirers. Bede only gi\'C'S ~1 prose summar y of Cxdrnon's first poem, and scholars 
ha ve been wondering why he did not qu ote the ori ginal Old English poem, which 
can be found on the nuq;ins of the earlier manuscripts. "This is th e sense, but not 

8 C l1. G. l·lcrh c-rm.111n ci .d, eds., The Catholic L,w ,,l op,mlw (New Yo rk: 1\ppkton. 19:)8), Vo l. \ 
p . .H2. 
9 \'v'hcth cr the essence ot the miracle co mist cd lit :1 [;ift o f tr :1d it1on.il l,lll[;U.l[;C fo r making 
aris t ocr ati c verse , or whet her it wa s a gift oi .111 im ight iuto script ur e co upl ed w ith adequate 
lan guage for th e descri ption o f it, or a gift o f mem o ry, or whether God's int ention was to save pagan 
poe tr y by giviug it to Ccdmon to tell hi s truth s in - .1s it is listed by St. Greenfield in A New Critical 
H istory of Old English Litcr,1111rc (New York and London: New York U 111vers ity Press, 1986), p . 230, 
is irrelevant. In t h e mi r:1clc God harnessed popular pagan poctrv 1n order to achiev e his ow n end. 
10 B. F. Hupp ~, Doctrine ,,mi Poclry : A11g11Hm<.''s /11jl11ence uz Old Engh,h l'uct,y {Alban y: SUNY 
l'r css, 1959), pp . 102-103. 
11 "C uim c,1rminibus multonnn s:1epe animi .id con tcntu m s.1c·cu li et .1ppct illlm sum 11it:1c caclcstis 
.1cccns1" (Bede, pp. 414-415). 
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the order of the words which he sang as he slept. For it is not possible to translate 
verse, however well composed literally from one language to the other without 
some loss of beauty and dignity." 12 There is a simple explanation, which is logical 
from Bede's point: since he did not mix languages in his work, there arc no old 
English citations anywhere else; what he refers to as inadequate here, would be a 
Latin verse translation. Probably it never occurred to him that we, late readers of 
his would appreciate the Old English original of Cxdmon's poem. He is not 
writing about Anglo-Saxon poetry and poets, but God first of all, and his church 
in England. 

Seemingly a similar quality of poetry of persuading, teaching through 
entertainment was utilised by Aldhclm at the occasion described by William of 
Malmcsbury in his Gesta Pontificium: 11 

The people .it th.n time semi-b.1rb.1rous and too little interested in divine 
sermons, were accustomed to return to their homes immedi.1tcly after the 
singing of .:VIass; therefore the holy 111.111 (i.e. Aldhclm) took up his stand before 
them on a bridge which connected the town .1nd country like one professing 
the an of minstrelsy; .1nd by doing this more than once he won the favor and 
presence of the people. 

After which, when the crowd was large enough, he could continue with a sermon. 
In this case, however, poetry is only a means of captatio bcncvolcntiac, only a 

trick in comparison with what Cxdrnon did, as Aldhclm did not posses the divine 
inspiration, he did not tell the ne\v teaching in verse, only attracted the attention 
of the people with the help of traditional poetry. 

Aldhclm composed Latin poetry, but if we can believe William of 
Malmesbury, writing about him five centuries later, he could also compose in 
English, and did so, although he was a cleric at the time of the story. This is also 
an instance which shows that poetry was well liked and important among the 

12 "l·lic est scnsus non .nnem ordo ipsc ucrborum, quae dormiens illc caneb.n: nequc enim possunt 
carmin,1, quamuis optime composita, ex alia in aliam linguam ad uerbum sine dctrimcnto sui dccoris 
.1c dignitatis transfcrri"' (Bede, pp. 416-417). 
13 A. C. Partridge, 11 Co111ra11wn to Old and .ifuid!c E11ghs/; St11,lics (fotow.t, New Jersey: lhrncs and 
Noble, 1982), p. 195: "Populum co tcmporc senub.1rbarnm, parnm divmis sermonibus intentum, 
statim c.un,nis missis domos cursitare solitum. Idco ,.mctum virum super pontcm qui n1ra et urbcm 
continuat abcuntibus sc opposuissc obicem quasi .1rtcm c:mtandi profcssum. Eo plus quam scmcl 
favorcm et concursum cmcrnum. Hoe commcmo scnsim inter ludicr,1 vnbis Scripturan1m insenis, 
civcs ad sarnt.ncm rcduxissc,'· quoted from \X'illiam of :\blmesbury, De Ccstis Pontifzcwm Anglorrm1, 
Rolls Ser. No. 'i2 (London: 1S7G), Book V, P.trt l. 
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Anglo-Saxons, and instead of giving up pagan poetry at the coming of the new 
culture, ways were found how to cultivate it still, and justify the use of it. For a 
proof that a situation like the one in William's history about Aldhclm would not 
have been totally incredible, we can return to Cxdmon and trace what 
contemporary practices of composing and consuming poetry may have been like. 

Ca:!dmon's lack of skill in verse making is shown untypical among his 
fellows. "Hence sometimes at a feast, when for the sake of providing 
entertainment, it had been decided that they should all sing in turn, when he saw 
the harp approaching him, he would rise up in the middle of the feasting, go out, 
and return home." 14 This scene confirms what we have in Beowulf, that many of 
those present at feasts were skilled enough to recite a song, even if in Ca::dmon's 
company we imagine a group of far less sophisticated people to be spending the 
night together entertaining themselves than in the hall of Hrothgar. We might 
take the scene as an exaggerated one, like Peter R. Orton does, i.e. one, in which 
Bede presents Ca!dmon as "the right kind of innocent" for God to work his 
miracle on,15 contrasting him with all the others. Cxdmon's lack of poetic talent 
is even more dramatic in comparison with everyb ody else's at least minimal skill 
in verse-making - although no-one of us could tell now what the poems, they 
composed, were really like. What Bede's text certainly proves, however, is that 
the scene must have seemed probable for Bede's readership, not totally impossible 
to have happened - i.e . it is not wide off the practices of the age. In addition, in 
The Ecclesiastical History' we are not reading a kind of historical reconstruction of 
an age several centuries later, as we arc in Beowulf. There arc not more than two 
generations between Ca:dmon and Bede. The change in everyday customs is 
probably negligible during such a short time. If the description of the 
entertainment at the feast had not been credible for Bede's audience, ,mother 
miracle would have been needed, i.e. to gJther together a rather knowledgeable 
group of poets in the out-buildings of J monastery so that Bede could present 
Cxdmon as "the odd one out." 

We can also find the reason here of why the aesthetic power of poetry was so 
inCTuential, too. The audience of Cxdmon's songs after the mir.1cle was a group of 

14 "Vnde nonnumquam in conuiuio, cum esset bctitiac caus,1 dccrctum ut omncs per ordinem 
camare debcrcnt, ille, ubi ,idpropinquare sibi cirharam ccrnebJt, suq;ebat a media caena et egressus 
ad suam domum repcdabat" (Bede, pp . 414-417). 
15 P . R. O rton, "C acdmon and Christian Poetry," Ncuphilolo1;ischc Mwcilungcn 84 (1983) 163-170, 
p. 170. 
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connoisseurs - whether byrnen or ecclesiastics -, knowledgeable critics, as many 
or all of them could sing themselves. The way C.:cdmon sang was even more 
amazing for his audience because he must have been notorious for not being able 
to sing, some sort of a freak, or at least unusual, thus his audience could well 
estimate the extent of the change that took place overnight. 

Bede describes that later C.:cdmon was instructed in sacred history, biblical 
stories. "He learned all he could by listening to them and then, memorizing it arid 
ruminating over it, like some clean animal chewing the cud, he turned it into the 
most melodious verse: and it sounded so sweet as he recited it that his teachers 
became in turn his audience ."'" This description reminds one of the expression in 
Beowulf which calls the poet the person whose head is full of storied verse (guma 
gylphLrden, Beowulf 868a). The poet in Beowulf, however, is not said to be 
composing the poems, just storing them in his memory. The big issue, discussed 
in different theories of composition is, what sort of units were stored there in the 
poet's head. Cxdmon, on the other hand, - as pictured by Bede -, or rather God 
within him, is composing new poems from the memorised stories. In Bede's frame 
of mind it is rightly so, creation belongs to God. 

C.-cdmon's image is that of the Christian poet, somewhat like the evangelists, 
he is very different from his pagan counterpart. He is a tool in God's hand to 
achieve a certain aim, a channel through which th e new truth can reach the 
people. He has become a pale shadow of his pagan brother if we think about him 
in romantic terms. He is not the preserver of wisdom or history, he is not an 
oracle or a vates, he docs not prophecy about the future or dispense knowledge. 
Neither is his poetry the means to create and immortalise warrior heroes. He is 
deprived by Bede of the merit of poetic creation , too . He has to withdraw "to 
consult his source of poetry" before he can render a new biblical story 111 

persuasive verse form . 
Would be not deserve .1 mo re favourable judgement from us? But Bede did 

not misunderstand him at all. In medieval term s, there is only one Text, and 
Cxdmon is communi cating this sacred Text of thl' Bible, so he is one in the line 
of a number of worthy interpreters of the words of the divine composer. The 
authority is not his, he is only a vehicle. His reputation comes from joining the 
line of tr;rnsmincrs e.1eh of whom reflects the divine authority absorbing also a 

1(, "/\t ipsc cuncta, qu ,1c audic11Jo Jisccrc pot crat , rcmcmorando scc11111 et quasi nnmd11111 animal 
rn minando , in c1rmcn dulci ssimurn c0 m1crtebat, suauiu squc rcso11ando Joctorc s suos uici ssim 
.1uditorc s sui fac1cb,1t" (Bede , p. 418-419) . 
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fraction of the light and emanating it as his own. This provides recognition for 
him. The best vehicle of the message is the most transparent one as far as the 
authenticity and truth of the text is concerned. The recognition of Cxdmon by 
Bede is the recognition of this tran sparency: he humbly let God work though him 
and achieve his divine aim. Czcdm on acted like a saint. He also died like a saint in 
Bede's description, he predicted the time of his death, made sure he was at peace 
with everyone around him, took the heavenly Viaticum and passed away with 
God's name on his lips . 

Interestingly enough the Catholic Encyclopaedia, published in 1908, still 
confirms him in that position. "According to William of M;1lmesbury, writing 
1125, he was probably buried at Whitby, J.n<l his sJ.nctity was attested by many 
miracle s. His canonisation was probably popular rather than formal. " 17 Further 
study would be necess.1ry - whether it is worthwhile or possible at all , is another 
matter -, to find out ii any cult really grew up around him. All that Bede 
described happened well before any formJ.l crn onisation process was needed to 
acclaim a pers on a saint, and he is one of the many, who have never been included 
in the liturgic.11 calendar. This quotation is only an interesting detail rather about 
the connect ion o f history and religion at the turn of the 20th century. 

From the above it is clear that poetry was evidently worth a miracl e. If this fusion 
of the old and new had not taken place, Anglo-Saxon poetry would have stood a 
good chance of being lost all together, like early Hungarian poetry was. Did 
poetry also work miracles? To wh;1r extent it was instrumental in spreading 
Christi,111 doctrine and culture we can hardly tell, but .!Elfric's homilies and saints' 
lives and the surviving brge corpus of religious verse prove the popularity of old-
style poetr y applied to the new topics. 

171 krlJ crm.m n , Vu !. 10, p. 1.12. 
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Elemer Boreczky 

Actor or Author 

John Wyclif's Teaching and Fame as Authorship of History 1 

Although John Wyclif's documented public appearances are remarkably few, his 
teaching on justice, law and dominion and transubstantiation reverberated in the 
schools of the university of Oxford. Summoned to appear before ecclesiastical 
courts, and snarled at by friars and monks, his fame was promulgated in the 
discourses of other audiences, among the knights and their ladies in royal courts 
and the common people of England, before it spread to the continent and inspired 

1 This essay is a reflection on .1 more substantial study of Wyclif's theology and theory of dominion, 
which I have conducted for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Glamorgan. 
The title of my dissertation, .Hore Delightful Love and the Sweet Sense of Dominion: TT,e Disruption of 
High Medieval Order and che Rational Reconstruction of che !ncegnt:y of Man and Nature in John 
Wyclifs Theology and Theory of Dominion, shows the main thrust of my work. I engaged myself in 
the study of John Wyclif's natural philosophy and political theology neither as a philosopher nor as 
a theologian, but as a student of cultural studies. By this work of culcural discourse analysis I have 
tried to substantiate a proposition that Wyclif's ;mderscanding of the Scriptures as "script of 
humamty," his understanding of the essential unny of man and nature in his philosophy and the 
communication of his understanding to various aud;ences placed the themes of property and rule [i.e. 
"by what right one can claim to dispose of wealth, natural resources and the services of other people; 
commonly remembered as his theory of dominion by righteousness and his 'communism'"] at the 
core of the complexity discourses that were to lie behind several themes of formative public 
discourses in English-speaking cultures. 
In this essay, however, I only want to comment on two rather controversial issues in respect of John 
Wyclif's reputation: i.e. how an Oxford don could become the instigator of popular revolt and a 
heretical movement. In other words, how could the Doctor Evangclicus be the author of acts 
performed by political actors. This reflection, of course, also contributes to the issue of authorship in 
cultural discourses as highlighted in Bakhtin's, Barthes's and Foucault's works. 
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Jan I-Ius and the rise of the Czech nation ag;linst the Germ:m nation. He 
contributed substantially to scholastic, political and by talk on justice, and in the 
process he crossed the path of political actors in an unusually calamitous period of 
English and European history, which Trevclyan called "the meeting point of the 
medieval and the modern." Yet the picture we get from his public manifestations 
docs not fit into the role of the political activist (actor), "the Reformer," invented 
by Bale, canonised by Foxe, and even accepted by Robson. 2 In fact, it is hard to fit 
Wyclif into any other contemporary or modern "role con structs ." 

In the following essay I want to shO\v how Wyclif's person, his fame and his 
teaching oper.ned ;ls separate factors t!ut influenced hi storical actors, and how 
creative potcntiJ.l, wisdom and love, i.e. the divine essence found in every being 
singubrly and in the human community universally', became the author of 
history by integrating man and nature in the human person and by the 
gratification of the ethnic community. 

Wyclif 's person has posed a problem for almost everyone who tried to 
reco nstruct his role as "the morning star of reformation." His fame as the Father of 
English Prose was originated in the mythical belief that he had translated the Bible 
into English . His teaching as reflected in his work could not be studied for five 
hundred years as his works were demolished and the extant copies were stacked 
a\V;ly at libraries and archives mostly in Vienna and Prague. When they were finally 
dug out and they started to appear in print, the editors expressed the hope that 

the zealous patriot, prc,1-::her, missioner, .md Englisher of the Bible [ ... ] being 
dead, yet speaketh, anJ once more his voice would go forth, his hand point the 
way, a.s over the Ion~ tract of his time his skin-books turned into paper and print, 
woulJ tell them tl:c steps he trod, the spirit in which he prcst onward, as he 
sought the Right .1.--id fought the Wrong, during his time of struggle here on 
earth.' 

2 J.1\. Robson, \Vycli/and 1!1c Ox:cnd Schools, the l/.cl,aw11 of "S,1111111,, de [ntc" to ScholaSlzc Dcb,..tcs at 
0.-.Jiml III the Later 14th Cc11/ln,' (C.1mbridge: CUP, 1961). (T o this d.1y, Robson's is the most com-
prc:l1cmivc reconstruction of \Vvcli f"s mct.1phy sics and pliil o,o phy, which recbimcd him as a great 
schola stic tlllnk er and gave impetu s to a re\"inl of interest in his logic , metaphy sics and philosophy.) 
3 Of course thi s is meant ro p,1r Jphr.1sc the debate between Fitzralph and Wyclif, or between 
11ommalists .1nd realists. WhcreJs nomina.lists followed Ock.ham's concept of the singularity of the 
rc,11, Wyclifs pro fessed ,1im was to restore the ord er of love of univer sals. 
4 The Scco11d Report of the Exccut1Ye Committee of the \\ 'ycl if Societ y, ,ntachcd as a11 appendix to 
John Wyclif, De m::!i domi11io {London, !SSS), Vol. I, p. I. [All par cnthcmed references arc to this 
editi on.] 
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They were apparendy disappointed; Wyclif's schobsticism, communism, and 
the clumsiness of his style could not fit into J.HY great trends of bte nineteenth 
century thought. With the publication of his Latin works, which took nearly 
forty years of efforts on the pan of the Wyclif Society, and which is still 
unfinished, his fame curiously dwindled, and he almost vanished in near oblivion . 

1 W/1O WAS WYCL!F? 

1.1 The controversial person 

Whereas Wyclif apparently influenced his contempor.1ries, as well as future 
generations for five hundr ed years, mostly by his fome and the "narration" of his 
story, and much less b:,0 th e actual reading of his works, his person has remained 
controversial.' It was controversial in the few documented public roles as well, 
which he did not seek ior himself. Even as John of Gaunt's "athlete" he gave a 
sermon on bw ,md justice in London, and a testimony on whether the King had a 
right to withhold the duties from the Pope, in the preamble of which he first 
defined the English nation as a natural body before the King's Great Council, i.e . 
in parliament, yet he preferred to stay in Oxford, and teach the ordered love of 
universals in order to restore the integrity of the created universe in the mind of 
his audience, which was what "rc-ligzo," i.e. "re-alignment," meant for him and his 
disciples. 

To some, he was "a great clerk and a perfect liver." 6 To others, his 
irreproachable life was ,1 disguise for his collcgi.1lity with Satan, by which he 
confused the soul and the mind of people. 7 He, himself , thought he did not 
deserve the gifts he received from God , but it seems that he was able to keep the 
"fire of charity and the light oi the intellect" focused within himself in an 
unusually intensive manner. Apparently uninterested in material "realities," he 
ventured into the logical, met:iphysical and n:itural dimensions of truth, with 
ab.rndonmcnt, ,m<l used his understanding in his works and sermons to "create" 
the "realness" of the community of things in the soul of his audience. He believed 

5 lkrryl Smalley, Introduction lO Wyclif and I !ls Followers (Oxford: Bodlei:111 Library, 1984), p. 5. 
6 A1111c Hudson, ed., Selections from English Wyclijjite U'lritmgs (Cambrid 6e: CUP, 1978). Th orpe's 
evidence about Wyclif's uni versity followers, 1407, p.33. 
7 Chroni ca Mun.isteri S. Alb 1mi, Thomae Walsingh,,m , r111,,dam monachi S. / 1/11,ii, Historia Ang/ic,111,1, 
c<l. Henry Thomas Riley (Lon<lon, 18S7). Walsini;ham discu~scs Wyclif' s ro le at length in Vol. II, pp. 
50-61. 
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that preaching and teaching were creation, and that by the logical reconstruction 
of will to rule desire, the creative potential, the divine constant present in every 
individual, could be ordered by the will for the greater good so that the integrity 
of man and nature be restored, and the welfare and growth of the republic be 
sustained. Yet, in the end, he seems to have been ex-communicated not only by 
the church, or by "his inordinate pride in the power of his logic and intellect," 8 

but also by the inability, or reluctance, of his chosen community to unite in the 
reciprocal service of one another and the common good. Private interests and fear 
proved stronger than faith, hope and clurity. 9 He complained in his Protcstatio 
about "the lack of perseverance in our race [ ... ] to train our nation in unanimity 
and constancy." 10 

1.2 Wydifs influence through IJZs fame: 

Wyclif's contempor:iries and near contemporaries called him John, Son of 
Augustine, Ductur Euangclicus, the Fifth Evangelist, King of Philosophers, or 
"mala besti,i," "col!ega Sathanac," and others 11

• Characteristically, none of these 
names had anything to do with politics. He never seemed to fit easily into any 
assigned role. The tellers of his story have had a lot of difficulties, when they had 
to find a line to join the various elements into a coherent tale (narrative), and to 
create (construct) an "individual" from the scarce evidence about the person, as we 
luve been taught by our modern cultural tradition to expect. 

Wyclif's fame was canonised by Foxe,1 2 who was the first one to turn an oral 
tradition into a written story. He established almost all the themes and tropes of 
later Wyclif biographies, when he presented him .is the first martyr of 
Protestantism. He ,vas probably responsible for setting the date of his birth, too, 
which was put at 1324 (;rnd took exactly 600 years from his death to correct). 
Foxe keeps a straight line in his argument, placing Wyclif in the clear-cut role of 
Reformer, and puttinb all the blame on the bishops for the failure of his 

8 Quoted from a sentence o l the Council of Con st.rnce, condemning Wyclif as a heretic. 
':) i:;f. the first and general proposnion of the Lo!l.ird :\Linifcsto of I 395 (Hudson, p. 24). 
10 Re.<pomio Magistri joham w \\'.'ycclilf ad dubw ni 111/ra scriptum q11cswa11 ah co per clommum regem 
Angli,u- Ric,1nl11m .1ec11nd11111, er magnum rn11m consilium: anno rcglll s11i primo, in: Fascic11li 
Lizariwru111 .-\f.,gistri Johanlll.< i'?)di/ rnm Tnlico , .1,cribcd to Thom.is Netter of Walden, provincial 
of the C.umclitc Order in Engl.rnJ , and confess or to King Henry V, ed. Walter Waddington Shirley 
(London, 1858). pp. 258-271. 
11 Walsingham. 
12 Foxc's Book o/Marcyrs was first published Ill 157C. 
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reformation. This charge was reiterated in the fierce debates of the English 
Revolution and is echoed in Milton's Areopagitic.l, too. Foxe even tries to clear 
the Commons of their implication in the passing of "the first act against religion" 
in 1382, by his rcf ercnce to a move next year by the Commons to annul the bill 
passed against their will, but the proceedings of the p;lrliamcnt of 1383 were never 
printed. 

In Foxe's biography, based on Netter, Walsingham, and records of 
Parliament, Wyclif's few documented public appearances arc turned into a 
coherent story, a narrative, for the first time. In his description, Wyclif's 
prosecutors find themselves in the general image of "Romish champions," who 
"never ceased, by writing, admonishing and counselling, yea, and by quarrelling, 
to move and stir up princes to mind war and battle, even as though the faith and 
belief of the gospel were of no power or lntle effect without that wooden cross." 

Before Wyclif's story was retold in English by Foxe, who canonised the 
context, the themes, the interpretation, the protagonists and even the judgements, 
it could have been known in three, or perhaps four, versions. One, or, perhaps, 
two of these versions could have constituted an oral tradition both within the 
establishments of church, university, court, and among the secret sect of Lollards. 
The two oral traditions must have been diametrically opposed to each other in 
their judgements as regards Wyclif's role in the calamities that characterised the 
years between 1376 and 1401, and set the scene for the acts of a historical drama 
which was performed in the following ye.irs. :\o royal prince could have been 
educated by his clerical tutor \Vithout g;lining knowledge of the events which 
featured prominently in the f.1mily story of Lanc.1strian kings, and marked the 
beginning of a conflict ,vhich raged through EngLrnd and in Central Europe 
throughout the whole of the 1:ith century. Thomas Netter of Walden's Fascicu!i 
Zizaniorum Magistri johannis \Vyc!zf cum Tritico ;rnJ his Doctrincdc served as the 
basis of any other work or discussion on Wyclif. 

Netter, who sat Jt the Council of Constance, which had condemned \v'yclif's 
tenets and their author as heretical before it could find a reason to send Hus to the 
stake, however, never told the story, and, app;ircmly, neither did members of the 
persecuted sect of Lollards, who, in their dire situ.nion, were hardly able to keep 
the few notes which helped them to use the Bible in their secret meetings. Netter 
hoped to discredit the Lollards by refuting their te;lCher's teneb. The Lollards, in 
fact, very seldom made direct references to Wyclif. Either because they did not 
want to give away themselves, or because Wyclif himself left them with a legacy 
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tb.t would put the word and work before the person. However, as their living 
n:btionship with the university was severed, the free Oow of ideas of natural 
philosophy that was an integral part of Wyclif's design was also cut, and they 
became increasingly dogmatic and sectarian. Even though they took pride in their 
education and impeccable life, they gradually corrected Wyclif and shaped him to 
their own spiritual needs. Then they reverted to the literal reading of the Bible, 
which even Pecock, the Bishop of Chichester, writing about the general agitation 
J.mong the people of Engbnd even about seventy years after Wyclif's death, 
thought to be scarce of logic. 1.i This oLil tradition has proved to be the most 
pervasive of all Wyclif-narratives: the Evangelical Doctor is still active as the 
authority behind the unebbing tide of evangelisation. Though historical criticism 
has expressed serious doubts about the possibflity of Wyclif's translating the Bible 
into English, his popular fame still cherishes him as the Father of the English 
Prose for this deed. (Wyclif's Bohemian followers started his cult as a saint. Some 
of them even took a piece of his tomb to Prague, where it was worshipped as a 
relic.) 

Apart from Fascirnli Zzzaniorum, which does not contain much information 
about Wyclif's life, there are two contemporary sources: Thomas Walsingham's 
and Henry Knighton 's chronicles. 14 Walsingham's Historia was believed to be the 
most authentic one. Its author, however, regarded Wyclii "an evil beJ.st"; he did 
not only incriminate him as being the main instigator of the Peasants' Revolt, 
"co!lega Sathanae," but he was also overjoyed when this "instrument of the devil, 
enemy of the Church, who confused the minds of the people, this idol of heretics, 
deceptive mirror, who created schism, this breeder of hatred, maker of lies" died, 
h. " 1 d C . ' b G d " 1' 1s tongue para yze as am s y o . · 

The mystical entity of Wyclif stalked rulers, knights, clerics and commons. 
Walsingham, ;1 monk of St Albans, was apparently prejudiced against Wyclif, 
while Knighton, who was a monk at the same Augustinian tv1onastery in Leicester 
as Rcpington, one of Wyclif's most well known followers, who later recanted, 
and, presumably, betrayed his master, held more favour.1ble, or at least, more 
neutral views of him. 

13 Re~i,uld Pccock, The Reprc,sor over much hl,m,,ng of the Clergy (1457), ed. C. Babington (London: 
Rolls Series, 1860). 
14 Henry Kniglnon, Chrormon I lcnrici Knigh ton vcl Cnitton, .Ho11,,chi Leycest>·ewis, ed. Joseph 
Rawson Lumby (London : Rolls Series, 1889-95) . 
15 Walsingham. 
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Wyclif's n.une was never forgotten. When in 1521 Pope Leo X asked the 
University of Oxford to falsify Luther, EdwJ.rd Powell, a Welsh Fellow of Oriel, 
answered: "Luther less thJ.n Wyclif in terms of knowledge, but greJ.ter in evil." 1r' 

How did he know? Less than ten years later Henry VIII sent to Oxford for a copy 
of the condemnation of Wyclif at the Council of ConstJ.nce, but the university 
sent its own condemnJ.tion from 1410. In a perverted manner, the king received 
the script for his reforms. As if a late realisation of Wyclif's his ideas, the Act of 
Uniformity aimed at "training the nation in unanimity and constancy." 

John BJ.le, who compiled the first catalogue of Wyclif's works in 1548, wrote 
that "he shone like the morning star in the midst of a cloud, and remained for 
many years as the faithful witness in the church." 17 He started his fame as "The 
Morning Star of Reformation." In the Church of England, he became a kind of a 
pseudo martyr. Thomas James, the first keeper of the Bodleian Library, hung his 
picture in the main reading room, which remained there for almost four hundred 
years. In fact, it was only removed a few years ago. For most of these years he was 
frozen in this rather dusty image. Incidentally, Thomas James also found it 
essential to point out even in the title of his apology for John Wyclif, that "[he] 
did not hold all the goods of Christians to be common" - betraying the living 
tradition of Wyclif's communism. 18 

1.3 Wyclifs waning fame 

The debate about Wyclif's person and work was revived .1gain in the 1830s, in 
another period of frenzied change which affected every segment of English 
society. Shirley in his edition of Fasciculi Zi:.caniorum effectively revived interest in 
Wyclif, and he was the first to present him as a scholar, too. Shirley edited his 
sources to the effect to emphasise the "commencement of Wyclif's career as a 
reformer [ ... ] contemporary [ ... ] with the climax and first decline of feudal 
chivalry in England." 

16G. fitch Little, "John Wyclif, Edward Powell, and the Luthcr.m Revolution," SC/1, Subsidia 'i 
(1986). 
17 John B.1lc, Scriptomm dlustn11m mazons Bry1a11mc [. .. j C11,i!ogus. Ccnt11n,1 Scxta (Basel. 1557), 
pp.450-455. 
IS Thomas J.uncs, An apologic for Ion Wyclzjfc: shcwmg Im con/orrnillc with the now Church of 
England; ,nth answcrc lO rnch sla,mdcrous obicctions, as have hem lately urged agaimt him !,y Father 
Parsons, the ,1pologists, and others, etc. (Oxford, 1608). The title of James' apology may serve as a study 
by itself, underlying at least two aspects of \Vyclif's livmg legacy: a bookish knight and a public 
library. 
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The common belief about Wyclif's communism revived interest in his works 
in the 1880s. An equally important impetus for the study of Wyclif's works came 
from German schobrs who attempted to revise the assessment of Hussitism in 
their quest for the origins of German nationalism and spirituality. With the 
publication of more and more of Wyclif's Latin works by the Wyclif Society, the 
introductions by Pool, Lechler, Dzewiczky tried to summarise their content and 
even give appraisals of it. But in popular history, it was Trevclyan's England at the 
Age of WycLif which reformulated his myth. Trevclyan's book, which was 
published in more than twenty-five editions, is very much biased, but it is 
revealing in respect to the overt and covert discourses of historians and the 
educated audience at the end of the 19th century. He brushed aside Wyclif's De 
civili dominio, the work that made him notorious and most controversial, that 
was taken to Prague, translated into Czech, and burnt there, too, as heretical, so 
much that it has been looked upon with suspicion ever since. T revelyan's story is 
told with such vehemence, heat and pathos, that his retelling of events on the 
basis of Chronicon Angliae and Historia Anglicana, and a select reading of Rolls of 
P,1rliament, leaves little doubt about his inner motive: to clear Wyclif of any 
incrimination with the "peculations" of his patron, John of Gaunt, and the 
Peasants' Revolt, even at the cost of belittling his intellectual capacities and moral 
judgement. Shakespeare had given a better role to the Duke of Lancaster. 19 

Wark.man's Wydif, 20 by constructing the most detailed biography possible 
from the scant evidence, gives a much more balanced picture than Trevelyan, but 
its positivistic .mitudc was hardly influential in 1926; at an age when one of 
Wyclif's main concern, the integrity of the soul, seems to have been lost for good, 
,1nd what was lcf t of it w;1s tJ.ken care of by analysts and psychologists. His other 
major concern, social justice became a political issue for liberals, conservatives and 
socialists to implement through various lcgitimations for the distribution of goods 
and resourccs.! 1 As there has been little hope of discovering more data about his 
life, interest slowly turned to his political role in lollardy, and his logical-
philosophical ;rnJ theological-pastoral \VOrk. As a result, in a hundred years' time, 
by the end of the 20th century, Trevelyan's judgements have been cautiously 

19 G. M. Trcvclyan, E11gl.vul m ihc Age of WydzJ; first published in 1899 (25 editions). 
20 II. B. Workman, jolm Wyd zf a Swdy of the English Mcdic·1,;..1/ Church (Oxford : Cl.ircndon, 1926), 2 
vols. 
21 Wydif confessed that the tlicolobian was Christ's lawyer Ill c1ses of injustice, and that he should 
always supp o rt the oppressed in such "cases of God ." 
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revised, while never returning to the high-toned and fairly superficial appraisal of 
Wyclif in traditional J\nglicanisn~. Wyclif began to wane into oblivion, without 
his epoch-making work on justice, law anJ dominion ever having been seriously 
considered or even re,\d. 

I. 4 Modem images: Wycfzf as uleolog1sl o/dzssent, and a11 analytical philosopher 

K. B. McFarlane's John Wyc!i/fc and chc Beginnings of English Noncomformity 
(London, 1952) and his lectures on Lolbrd Knights have shown how Wyclif 
inOuenced Lolbrdy, .rnd how Lollardy led to the Henrician Reformation, but he 
presented Wyclif as an inferior thinker and a failure as ,1 political activist. Mary 
Aston apparently followed this appraisal in her impressive studies of lollardy. 
Gordon Leff summarised his theology .md placed it in the broader context of 
meJicv.1! hcrc~ic~, yet he apparently undervalued Wyclif's originality .is a 
theologian, .mJ w..1s un impressed by his political role. Michael Wilks .mempted to 
rcst0re \X'ydif's rL·puution as .rn ideologist of dissent, and Anne Hudson has done 
il1\·,1luahlc .me! .lbund.mt work on various aspects of Wycliffism. Her Introduction 
to her Selections from English Wycliffitc Writings, seems to be one of the most 
babnced and reliable summaries of Wyclif's life and works to this day - even 
though she fails to mention Wyclif's work De civ llz dominio, which made him 
what he was to be in the memory of sever.1! gener:1tions, in the list of important 
events. Robson's Wycl,/.md che Ox.Joni Schools initiated serious interest in his logic 
and philosophy. The w ork in this field was followed by Kenny, .md Kretzmann, 
and by the publication of De universali!ms and Summa msolubi!ium. Anthony 
Kenny's Wyc!if (Oxiord, 1984), is the btesl handb oo k on Wyclif, and it also tries 
to reconstruct his ini.dlcctual profile on the basis o f recent work. An edition of 
Michael Wilks's studie s h:, Anne Hudson is the I.nest attempt to keep interest in 
Wyclif's political ideas .1li\'L'. Perhaps the most important change in Wyclif's 
:iccbim C\me with Bcryll Smalley's discovery of \Vyclif as :1 Biblical scholar. Jn 
thi s respect, Anne Hudson's work on Hm·etum is .rn cqu.1lly fumbmcntal link 
bet \vecn his ;\Ctual teaching and its impact on his ;mJiencc. 

These works reflect the intellectual interests o f twentieth century Jcademics 
;111d reve.11 new ;1spccts of Wyclif's person and influence, yet they leave the 
f undamenul problem of the appraisal of Doctor Evangelicus in the dark. At one 
end, there sunds the Oxford schohr with his impressive .1moum of Latin works 
on logic, metaphy sics, philosophy and theology, and the secular priest, who 
would do honour to God, and edify; at the other, the instig,ator of a popular 
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movement, the arch-heretic, condemneJ by the English Church, the University 
of Oxford, anJ the Council of Constance. Between the two ends, there arc about 
seven years, when \'v'yclif's path crosseJ the path of people who were the heroes 
of chronicled history, and became entangled with them . It is believed that the 
intensity of intellectual illumination of private and public paths came to being 
through De civili dominio, in which he applied his intellectual vision at political 
'\1etualities ." His involvement with politics gave a pretext for posteriority to 
overemphasise his political role, and to leave his evangelising, preaching, and 
teaching in obscurity. 

2 ACTOR OH AUTIIOR? 

2.1 Wycl1j's union ·wi1h the "universe" uf Oxford scholars/)lp 

This nuy he .n the bottom oi many difficulties as concerns his historical role. 
One of \'v'ydif's nuin scholastic problems was whether nominalism, or rather 
terminalism, or the science and ,\rt of "sign-doctors," was compatible with realism, 
whethe r logicil truth was compatible with truth ,ls justice; or, in post-modern 
usage, whether "constructed" reality, with its formalistic rules and the 
conventional meaning of its symbols was compatible with a more fundamental 
"narrative," whose author, though incess . .mdy and charitably giving his creative 
potential, intelligence, ,rnd charity (all homonyms for the divine essence) to his 
audience, the "genus" called "humanity," by "ens communissimum," docs not 
know them as individuals or their individual actions. The implication of this 
proposition is that the free choices made by individuals either to "liberate 
themselves from justice, or from sin, or from humanity" 22 cannot but receive the 
creative potential which makes them inevitably real, while the material substance 
they arc made of, informed by the re,lson of their "creation" ,1t their conception by 
a name which is identical with the concept, will obey the dumb forces in the 
physical world of c.luse ,ind effect. Yet, as the promise of salvation is given to 
"hununity," and was even made real by Christ's life and resurrection in the body, 
by following the only authoritative "narrative" of his story, we can obtain a 
mirror by which to sec ourselves, and free ourselves from sin. "Narration" is 
creation; through "narr.1ti on" words assume their higher meaning in the audience, 
and create ,l community. It is through this narrated (or, in fact, created) universe 

22 CL De uvd i dulll111iu, Vol. I, p. 240. 
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that the first cause moves men to wisdom. However, the other two .1spccts of the 
divine presence, creative potential and charity arc constants that arc effective even 
if the will and its interpretation in rational terms arc inflected from straight line. 

In Wyclif's quest for the good, free and be.1utiful life, "ordered love of 
universals" and contemplation of God's bw w.1s the supreme good for "·viators"; 
"every Christian who flees from meditating on God's eternal love to temporalia 
by which he satisfies his inordinate appetite fornicates spiritually [ ... ], and 
becomes a fool." 21 No more a sinner than any human being except in the state of 
innocence, nor a fool, but "a passing reuli man," 24 Wyclif channelled his creative 
potential into his work, rejecting his carnal desires, and converting them into the 
driving force of prayer and work of another kind than Benedictine or Cistercian 
regula would demand. Instead of turning aw.1y from the world, and keeping the 
canonic.11 hours, or embr.1cing mysticism, he turned to the n.1tural world and 
created a memorable presence by the cx,unplc of his life and the power of his 
words in the soul of his audience. He believed that the only rulc(regula) to live by 
was natural order. He chose the medium of the university for his good works. 
Whether or not this was a viable example for young men who went to Oxford to 
prepare for a life in the service of the church is debatable. He became one with 
Oxford, and his presence has lurked there ever since he w,1\ condemned and 
forced to leave in 1382. 

2.2 Wyclifs appcM,mcc on 1/Jc st,,g,c ofhistm-y 

ln view of this, what is known, or crn be known, about the life of Wyclif's 
"sp.irc, fr,1il, cnuci.1ted" 2

' body is ultinutely not very interesting. In fact, not 
much is knO\vn for ccn.iin. He made his first appe,1r.1nce on the stage of history 
on Febru.iry 19, 1377, in an imposing pageant, as he marched down the aisle of St. 
P,ml's in the company of four friars, escorted by the two most powerful men of 
Engbnd, the Duke of Lancaster and Lord Percy, the i\farsh,1ll of England, to Lee 
.rn equally magnificent ecclesiastical court sitting in full pomp in the Lady Chapel. 
A show of force ensued, which did not List long. John of G,mnt threatened to pull 
the bishops out of their churches by the hair, should they d,1rc to touch "this 
saintly man," leaving no doubt tha.t PiLne, this time, w;1s not going to wash his 

23 John \Vydif, Tractaws de 111andal!s di-..:uus «cccd// "/'r.iu.11:1., de ,1d11 :11nocc11cic, t·,k Joh,mn 
Loscrth .ind F. D. Matthew (London, 1922), p. 102. 
24 ln Thorpe's testimony, ,cc fn. 6. 
25 In Thorpe's testimony, sec in. 6. 
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h,mJs . But then a crowd of London ers , unimpressed by the pageantry of the 
historical moment , brok e the doo r down, anJ instead of coming to the rescue of 
their preach er, their doctor (teacher, and - thus - their creator), whom they 
apparently did not recognise, they threatened to kill the Duke of Lancaster, and 
put an end to the whole show. Quickl y saved by his rival, Courteney, the Duke 
Oed to the palace of the Princess of Wales, who hid him in her wardrobe. The 
"small emaciated figure" o f the "saintl y man" mysteri ously vanished . Knight, 
priests, and the common people were all p,1nicipating in this rude interlude "at 
the break of dawn o f Rdorm ation." ' '' Yet, four years late r , on Corpus Christi 
Day in 1381, the London crowd had Wyclif's name on their lips, when they 
rioted. 

The timing of the riot could hardly be accidental. App arently, the event had 
been related to the attack of Doctor E vangclicus on transubstantiation. The 
Corpus Christi mass written by Th oma s Aquinas and commissioned by Urban IV 
as a means of gaining popular attention for the Host of the Altar, and the secret of 
the Catholic faith , especially .1gainst Alhzgcnsis, had been perhaps the most 
important liturgical change introduced by th e Lncr .m C ouncils. Liturgi cally, i.e. 
culturally and rituall y , its celebration ovcrslud owed Ascension Day and 
Pentec ost. \Vhen in 1379, Wyclif attacked the dogma oi tr .msubstantiation in his 
famous De cuchariscia, based on his understanding of Christ's humanity, and the 
mystical body of the church that he believed was "on e integral rational body[ ... ] 
always a convocati on, never a congreg.nion," he signalled a change of cultural 
discourse from the ancient sacrifici,1! wo rship of divinity administered by ,l 

privileged class of clergy to its "real presence " in the community of the faithful 
communic1ted by the Spirit, the power oi the Word. If th e spirit, that was the 
reflection of humanity in the indiYidual soul, the wor d, which ,vas verity, and 
natural body were intq;rated, free life and dominion were achieved. This could 
only happ en in community through goo dwill, mutual exchange and recipro cal 
service. This was how Wyclif co nsidered Christ nature instituted and free life . 
This was compatible with the symbolicil celebration of the Gift of the Holy 
Spirit and the resurrection of nature ,lt spring. If Wyclif's philosophical ideas were 
intended to liberate the soul of men from the "constraints of false log ic," his 

26 What iollowcd is not rel,·,·,111t for Wyclif's life, but it ma y reveal a further dimension of th e 
symbo lism oi the a!;C. John of G .1unt idcntificJ th e Ktion ol th e 11106 wi th Lond on and threatened 
to withdraw its charter. This must have bcrn motivated l:,y certain co11trovcrsies over financial 
ISSlleS . 
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theol ogical views did the same in respect of subservience to a costly regime of rule 
over the public and individual mind. 

The riots came only a few weeks before the more memorable Peasants' 
Revolt, and signified the beginning of a popular form of heresy in England, which 
was to characterise Lollardy as its distinguishing feature. At the Lords' Supper, 
Lollards refused to accept that the bread after consecration by the priest became 
Christ's body. After Wyclif, they would consider this the most horrible form of 
heresy . At communion they ate the bread and became one with Christ in the 
community of his humanity and divinity in their souls. Though Hus did not 
embrace Wyclif's idea of tran substantiation, the liturgical chani:;e was further 
developed by Hussites . The political cons equences of Wyclif's ideas were also 
acted out by his followers. 

2.3 Wycl1fs in tegrity 

Whether it was th e apparition of a man , or whether it was Wyclif's wriuen and 
spoken word which was more like himself , whether word ;111d its power over 
passi ons of the soul were bigi:;er than natural bodies who would attempt to elevate 
themselves by brutal force, wealth, rank, ornaments, and loud and rude words, 
has remained a question to the present day. If it was int o his words that the reality 
of pers on, his intellect and his soul, was tLrn sLncd, it remained hidd en, as his 
written words were demolished by fire, o r sc;iucrcd ;iround the world , ,md the 
spok en ones were distorted by the imcrpretati ons oi his diverse .1udiences. All 
othe r bets of hi s life renuin obscure .md can only be reconstructed from 
i111.1gincd contexts . 

It seems that W yclif wJ s not tempted to assen (co nstruct) him self as an 
indi\'idual, but, true to his O\\·n teaching, he intq;rJted in himself the "cre;ited 
univ erse of knowledge" with the natural man. Many Wyclif scholars have 
wondered wh y he has left scarcely ;my trace of himself in his works. Life in its 
vcgct;itivc sense , controlled by blind for ces, "'the anim ;il" part, nu y have 
interested him only in as much ;is it was the nutter which w;1s given form by the 
creative potential o f God through "cns communissimum." True, in others, he saw 
the essence of God as part of their created being, ;md thu s 11Jlllre w;ts the most 
fitting object of contemplating on the divine csscncc. 27 In ;1 ceruin sense, this must 
hav e been one of hi s attractions. Hi s did not triumph ove r th e body by destroying 

27 Cf. De ni,111d.1:zs div ini.s, p. 175. 
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it, or doing sacrilege to it - on the contrary. Together with the beauty of nature, 
he would find great joy in beautifying it. 2

' Yet, the body, being of matter, was 
corruptible, and only the soul made it real. lt was made sensible by its creation in 
time, as part of a universe governed by reason, which was made up of entities 
with names: genus and species. The soul was the mediator between uncreated 
nature and the omnipotence and omniscience of God, and a priest was to be its 
cultivator - in himself as in others. 

Whether the intellectual qualities of the soul by which it recognised its own 
indestructible essence and justified its being, inhered in the individual, or whether 
they had a reality outside the individuals, i.e. whether they were common, in com-
munity, and the individual soul had only the capacity to recognise them, was a de-
cisive issue in scholastic thought. The former assertion found its intellectual being in 
nomin;1lism; the latter in realism - Aristotle instead of Plato. The former amplified 
the forces leading to Rcmissance individuals, and united the body and the soul by 
autonomous actors, the latter helped to shape the forces which led to periodic out-
bursts of rebellion under various common (collective) na111<:s they found for them-
selves; good men, peas,mts, nation. 29 Renaissance individuals found a reflection of 
this individual spirituality, in fact the "locomotion" of the soul, in enjoyment and 
use, manageable rituals and objects of worship, and dynastic families, by which they 
could hope to be in control of their own justification and fate after life on earth, and 
civil law in their temporal being. Less self-assertive people found their self-identity 
in a feeling of being in community with others achieved by the enlightened and 
communal practice of study and talk of God, i.e. supreme justice, and contem-
plation of created nature in the refracted light from over the horizon of eternity.' 0 

Whether the cure of the soul consisted of administering the sacraments and 
keeping the unity of p;1st, present and future by the cbborate liturgy of the 
Catholic church, and doing the work of God in external ways, or by cultivating 

28 Cf. De mandati5 dLvirm, pp. 140-150. Here, quoting St. Anselm, Wyclif describes the 14 signs of 
blessedness (beatitudzncs); seven of the body, ,md seven of the soul, n.u11cly: beauty, swiftness or 
,1gili1y, fonitudc, libeny. hc,ilth, pleasure, dur.1tio11, and wisdom, friendship, concord, honour, 
power, .\ccurity, joy. 
29 The connection between ,\Lirsiglio of Padua and Wyclif, or Fitz.Ralph and Wyclif, is misleading. 
They were 'modern,' i.e. nominalist, voluncarist and individualist, whereas Wyclif w,1s 'antique' and 
stood tor cu111mu11i1y. 
30 Paraphr.,sed from De ma11,i.ltis divinis, p. 175: "Si ergo volucrimu s vidcrc n,ituram divinam in 
p;11ria, consideremus creaturas su.1s secundum r,nioncs quibus ab ipso cognoscuntur et ordinantur; et 
sic convcnamur ad orizonem rternit,ais sub quo lateL a<lhunc lux illa abscondita ... •· 
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the soul so that it coul<l receive the seed of truth and nourish it, was a further 
reflection of the dichotomy, which would point to different directions for the 
"cathena of concord and love." 11 For one, it was unbearable to be without a name; 
he had to find one for himself, by distinction, if they did not have one by 
inheritance, that was attached to a piece of land, an estate that would make their 
name fertile for "eternity," or by other means. Not to be known to God by 
name, i.e. as an individual, meant fear of damnation. Whether one's name was 
written in the Book of Life was to become a painful issue. But for Wyclif, the 
Book of Life was the Scripture with its veritable sense which even went before its 
literal sense, and the veritable sense was its "natural" truth. 

The question of nominalisrn vis realism was crucial in this respect, too. It 
also affected Wyclif's viev,, of predestin;ition, and various desperate efforts by 
certain people to manipulate the memory of their n;ime by mass, prayer, 
donation, f un<ls, etc.- or, at the other end, to manipulate the generation of 
offspring 's. No wonder such practices were most abhorable for Lollards and 
Hussitcs, as well. For them, it was all vanity; God promised eternal life for 
humanity and not for individuals, and Christ redeemed men in body by 
delivering them from the rule of man-made custom and law. He showed them the 
way back to the state of innocence, i.e. natural life, and thus to a chance for 
perpetual justification. 

In Wyclif, too, there was a paradox; perhaps, the par.1dox o f every "realism." 
For nominalists, there arc several truths and a mystical sense of, or faith in, what 
is beyond their terms. For realists, truth is universal. The first proposition seems 
to give more freedom of choice to individuals, and an acccpt:mce of conventional 
forms of the cure of the soul and the rule of law. The second one, on the other 
hand, has a tint of authoritarianism, self-righteousness, and community control. 
Y cl, it looks like there have been "realists" with community action behind every 
clunge of "paradigm." A nominalist would construct the details in between. 

3 .\'A TURAL l:\ILGR/lY 

For Wyclif, the world was what the righteous ones nude it to be by their 
"merituous copulation, rational imegration, an<l enjoyment." He ,llso based his 
whole mission of restoring justice by the rcstor.1tion of the rational order of the 

31 "[C]athcna conconlic vrl amom ," De manda1is dimms, p. 325. 
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universe on his assumption that the human person was the natural integrity of the 
spirit and the soul. While the soul w;1s the instrument of the survival of the body 
in the natural ;md physical environment of cause and effect through the principle 
of honitas, the spirit became part of this s;1me soul at copulation, similarly to the 
gift of language, and both the spirit and the language were the reflection and the 
real presence of the L·ommunity in the singular, i.e. individual being. The 
community was an entity th.it existed in communication: in reciprocal service. 
This linguistic and emotional exchange, which corresponded with the wisdom 
and love of the divine trinity was superimposed on the natural constant of 
creative potential. Creative potential moved man to want things in the material 
world, but the goods of nature and man made goods could only be truly enjoyed 
if they were in concord with wisdom and love which were the reality of common 
humanity. The creative potential was ;1 constant, and will was absolutely free; 
consequently it was pos sible for powcrf ul persons to force their will on others, 
but Jbusc of one's own potential and of the goods of the community could ever 
lead to true dominion which was God 's ordin;1tion ;md lq;acy for man in the 
world. 

When he respo nd ed to the question oi the King's Council as regards the 
bwfulness o f ,\·ithholding dues from dominm papa, his ;1nswer was based on his 
undcr sunding ol the "natural body" and its integrity, which was separated from 
its divine essence by "lust": dominion, possession, fornication, and murder, i.e. 
Cain 's and Lucifer's party. There were two ways for reintegrating body and soul 
for t!1C' "free and good life," i.e . for religion as "realignment." To cut across 
roles Y.:hich had created such powerful "composite" characters as William of 
\Vykeharn or John of G,1unt, who, in their nuny "habits," were guided by 
different principles, rc,1sons, and customs. One was to control one's desire by 
assuming ;m individual identity, name, and power, i.e. dominion, to channel all 
of o ne's potcnti:il imo the service of private goals in multiple roles, each 
governed and regulated by "charter, custom and law," and creating a segment of 
:1 complex p ,1uern o f culture. The other w;ty w;1s to become part of a greater 
natural entity, ;md give oneself over to "natural" desires and work. They were, 
as they had been in popular heresy , "good" or "true" men ,md women: the 
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"riglneous" ones, Wyclif' s "Jicicli," who believed that the "person of the W o rd" 
was "essc cleitalcm." 12 

Wyclif agreed that un created nature had the potenti,11 to procreate, but there 
was no blessing and grace, no creation ,mJ thus no meaning in such procreation, 
Through this procreati on and lust, Satan divide s body ;rnd soul. 11 This would 
mean that we cannot create(construct) h.1bits (culture) as second nature, unless in 
alignment with the first of 1uture , which is the dom ini on of God, where the 
principle of our being is demonstrated; otherwise we become perverted by 
"Satan's deceits. " By equiv,)cation, thi s wo uld mc.1n that since truth is God, and 
truth is predicnion (i.e. s.1ying something of a thing which is identical with the 
thing in essence ) .1ll cbc is falsity - .1 lie:. \\\dii \,·.is 1wt a liar, he tried t o be 
identical with hi~ wo d. which he deriwd ir om the Scriptures, and found it s 
incarn.nion in C::rist, .b .1 n .nur al man.'" 

Apparently it ha :i generally been difficult to conceive ol individuals simply as 
n,nural indi\·isiblc being~ . At the threshold of modernity, faced with the 
Ji~ruption of the archaic patt erns of lordship and servituck, \( !y clif seems to have 
h:1J .1 clc.ir choice betwe en individuality, with it s extrapolation of spirituJ.l needs 
im o constructed artefacts of beauty, thrill, enchantment, rapture, in brief, 
surrendering the soul to the forces of lust, greed, pride, and conquest, as if 
deliberately bringing ab out a division in the soul bet wccn Aristotle's law abiding 
animal in a world of objects p ro ne to m.rnipulati on, by ·which the qualities of the 
soul could be project ed into, .rnd culti\·,1tcd by, "p r iutc religions," and an 
unconscious psyche, bur:,:ng the burden oi sin, i.c:. falsity , in private confessions ; 
and community of "n.n ur.11" men and women wh o open their soul to the creative 
power of the Word, ,1nd go abo ut their busine ss in the sp irit of mutual and 
rec ip roca l exchange. W yclii's philos o ph y , th co !o);y .mJ life seem lO have 
rep re sent ed the second p;i_th, .1s did Piers Pl ow nun . This w,1s recognised by the 
:·c·hcl s in t he Pe ,1s;rnts' Rev o lt. 

32 That is, "the mode of bcmg of God" - "t\ssumptum p.itct de persona Verb,. qu.1111 fidclis credit 
<:Ssc Jcit,1tcm [ ... ] p.nct quod prcJicatum s:t co mmunius qu.1111 subi c<:tum" (Uc 110111i11io divino, Liher 
,,:rnnd11s, cap. i~-. p. I 'JO). 
33 De m,wdaw ,!i-vi11is, p. 236. 
34 Cf. De dommw divino, p. 178. 
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But it seems that it was the impact of the spirit and the intellect, his fame and 
his teaching, and not his corporeal body and individual self which assumed this 
historical role. He was not an actor, yet he was seen by his contemporaries as an 
author. As Archbishop Arudncl said at the Lollard William Thorpe's trial in 1407: 
"Wyclif your master and author was a great clerk."'s Wyclif, though, believed that 
authorship was the divine will, which worked through creative potential, wisdom 
and love in the human person : the integrity of nature and spirit in the individual 
soul. 

JS "Widd 3oure mistir and auctour was a greet clerk" ("Thorpe's evidence about Wyclif's university 
followers, 1407," i11: Hudson, p. 33). 
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Novelties or "Co1nmon Maxi1ns" 

Problems of Originality and Genius in Young's Conjectures 

The purpose of this paper is to consider Edward Young's Conjectures on Original 
Composition (1759) with special emphasis on the author's understanding of genius . 
It is well known that this particular essay had had a significant influence on the 
Ro mantic Movement in England, Gernuny and Fr ance str etching well beyond 
the confines of his time. Offering his conjectures on exceptional ability within the 
broad context of imitation and originality, the author made a peculiar 
contribution to the vogue of genius on the Continent. When one recalls the date 
at which this "manif esto of romanticism was ,vritt en," one may recognise "how 
the publication of the Conjectures was a milestone in !iter;iry history." 1 Precisely 
for this reason, that is, because of the way the Conjectures challenged prevailing 
classicism docs Y oung's enterprise still interest the reader. In what follows, 
therefore, I propose a consideration of Youn g's arguments, and .ntempt to 
examine whether his cbim for originality is justified . To achieve this, in the 
following pages, I shall revise, at first, the mo st important eighteenth-century 
treatises on genius in order to provide a possibl e contextual framew ork for 
Y oung's composition . I shall also be concerned with the eighteenth -century 
development of the notion of genius by focusing on Y oung's original or 
unoriginal efforts to posit a definition on this term. Meanwhile I also try to 

explore to what extent the Y oungean model paves the way for a Romanticised 
genius. 

1 Harold Forster, Poet of the Night Thoughts: Edward Young, 1683-1 765 (Alburgh: Erskine Pres s, 
1986), p . 3. 
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Bcf ore turning to Y oung 's prJcti c ll contribution to th e history o f genius, 
how ever, it seems to be necessJry to cc,nsidcr at som e length the profound 
chJnges which cJme imo prominen ce in the cr itical thinking of eighteenth 
century classicism. Atkins explorin g "the widening outlook" points out that in 
the mid-eighteenth century a great bulk of critical m aterial is published - he 
mentions the works of Gr:1y, Hurd , Low th, the W;u1011s ;111d Young - which 
develop s J "fresh Jpp ro Jch to the whole critical business. "2 Challenging the 
authorit y of the neo-cbssical do ct rines, und er mining the esublished tradition of 
imitation and advocatin g ori ginality arc the most imp ortant tendencies in these 
new critical attitudes. Equally important is, therefore , the deb:1te bet ween the 
ancients and the modems- "principally a French Jffoir, CJrried on with less heat 
in England"' - up on which Temple, Wotton and Bentley rcf1cct well ahead of 
Young, taking different positions. Practic.1lly speaking, the 'qucrc!lc des ancicns et 
cles mo dcrnes' co ncerns the question whether the mod em s should copy the ancient 
authors or exploit their own creative originality. 4 That the m odern opposition to 
antiquity .1nd the views on Homer' s orig inal genius become prominent to literary 
and scientific mJttcrs is evident in a gre;,t bod y of eighteenth century discourses. 
The ancients, .1ccording to Sirnonsuuri, enco urai;c the imitati on of classics bec ause 
cbssical antiquity is considered to be equivalent with nature . The modems, quite 
to the contrary, reject modelling themselves on th e example s and rules of ancient 
authors, while naturall y they do recognise their merit s. As a consequ ence, the 
interest of modem s is directed to contemporary works that dispby human nature 
in a more complex way than the classics.' As it seems, the antithetical position 
promoted by the polemic and the shift in emphasi s from imitation to origin;1lity 
prepare the ground for the remarkabl e eighteenth century documents on the 
concept of genius. 

Tracing the development of this very concept, it is apparent that the notion 
of i;enius is fo rem ost in the late-eighteenth and earl y-nin eteenth centurie s, but it is 

2 J. W. H . Atkim . Ln;:J:.d.> l.llaary Crilin sm, 17:i, ,1111/ 18th Cc1111mcs (Lu11do11: Methuen, 1966), p. 
187. 
3 K,1lmfo Ruttka y, "Yo unb·s Conjectures Recons idered, " in: Angol Filol6gi,1i Tanulmanyok IV 
[H unga rian studies in English IV] (Dcbrec cn: Kos~uth L1jos Tud omanyegyetcm, 1969), p.70. 
4 Kirsti Simon suuri, I-lamer'; Original Gem11s: I.::ightecnth-cen111ry notiom of the early Greek epic 
(1688- I 798) (Cambrid ge: CL:P, 1979), p. I 9. The name of the debate orii;m.ites from Ch .1rlcs 
Perr.mlt' s work, the Paral!clc des ancicns et des 11wdcmcs (1688-97) . During the controversy, the 
modem s or the followns of l'c:-r;1ult arc set in opp osition to the .rncicnts, the rnpp on crs o f Boileau . 
5 Simonsuun. p .23. 
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also clear that the idea luJ formed well before that time. Wickman points out that 
the period from the mid-eighteenth through the early nineteenth century is 
traditionally considered "an age in which the concept of genius evolves from its 
prior significations of attendant or ancestral spirit or natural inclination to its 
n1orc Ron1antic an<l 1n0Jern J.ssoci~1tions of an ecstatic and creative 
individuality."c, For our purposes, however, it is of for greater importance to 
reconsider the fifth definition of genius given in the Oxford English Dictionary. 
This enquiry may bring us closer to the origins of genius delineated in the 
Conjectures revealing an earlier contribution to the history of original genius. The 
OED defines the term as "native intellectual power of an ex;1ltcd type, such as is 
attributed to those who arc estecmcd greatcst in any department of art, 
speculation, or practice; instinctive and c:xtraordin;iry c.1p;1city for imaginative 
creation, original thought, invention, or discovery," providing an illustrative mid-
eighteenth century cxJ.rnple. 7 Exploring the earliest modern usage of the concept 
Jonathan Rite suggests a "principal modification" of the date when the •.vord first 
acquired its ,vidcly accepted modern meaning. 8 One should not forget that as 
early as 1711 Addison in n1c Spectator 160 attempts to posit a definition of 
origin;il genius supplying ;ill the essentd clemcnts which, according to thc OED, 
"is not properly formulated" until thc mid-eighteenth century. 9 Such an early 
exploration of the concept, as it will be demonstrated in Lner parts of this paper, 
foreshadows Young's "original" model. 

It is interesting to notice here th,ll the very notion of hcnius is involved in a 
prolonged critical di.1logue. Lct us mention, therefore, further imporunt works 
developing a detailed account of great ability during the period concerned: Sharpe, 
A Dissertation Upon Gcnzus (1755); Joseph Warton, An Essay on the Genius and 
Writings of Pope (1756-82): Duff, Essay on Origmal genius (1767), Gerard, Essay on 
Genius (1774); Reynolds, Dzscourscs II (1782). 10 While thc main concern of these 

6 Matthew Wickm.m, "Imitating EVt: lmit,llilll', Echo ln111.ning Onginality: The Critic.il 
Reverberations of Sentimental Genius rn the ConJccturcs," Elf-! GS (1998), p. 900. 
7 The first ,ntcstcd usage of this particui.1r sense of genius is from Fieldinl','s "liim Jones, XJV.1 (1749): 
"Ey the wonderful force of genius only, without the least .1ssist.mce of learning." 
8 Jonathan B,ne, "Shakespeare and Orignul Genius" in Penelope Murray, ed., Gcm11s: '/he History of 
,m Idea (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), p. 77. 
9 Bate, p. 78. 
JO Anette \Xlhccler Cafarelli, Prose in the ,•16c of l'oct.1. Rul.'l,111/lcism and 8w_,;;·;1plnc,,I N,,rralwc J,-0111 

Johnson to De Q11111cey (Philadelphia: Umvcrsny of Pe1ms:•lv,m1a Prcs,, l':i'):J), p. 214. Ninctcclllh-
ccntury discourse, on genius mclude Hazlitt, "On Gcnws .md Origuw!ity" (1814), "On Gcn111.1 ,111,/ 
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treatises 1s mainly philological, the Scots prim1t1v1sts (Sharpe, Duff, Gerard), 
however, are interested in philosophical matters focusing on the faculties that 
constitute genius and the creativity of primitive man. 11 These discussions 
contributing Lo the eighteenth-century development of the term may serve to 
remind us that by the time Y oung's essay came on the scene the conjectures on 
the problems of imitation were far from new. Indeed, Young's argumentation 
reflects standard contemporary features of genius. 

Besides the major eighteenth century works considering the originality and 
genius of Homer, ;1 Ltrgc body of minor critic1l pieces appeJ.r, such as "the 
numerous letters, essays and poems written for diJ;ictic or literary critical 
purposes," - works "which do not directly attempt to ev.iluate Homer but use 
him indirectly as J.n cxample." 12 Ultimately, Young's essay, Con1ectures on 
Original Composition irz a Letter lO the Author of Sir Charles Grandison belongs to 
these. The essay in the epistolary form is dedicated to Samuel Richardson who 
plays the key role in shJ.ping Y oung's draft versions. "One hundred :md Fifty 
OriginJ.l Letters bet wccn Dr. EdwJ.rd Young, Author of Night Thoughts, and 
Mr. Samuel Richardson, Author of Clarissa, Grandison, &c." 0 contain such 
pieces that demonstrate this joint effort. It is therefore of great value and concern 
that the letters show insight into the different stages of the essay. 14 Thus, the 
correspondence between 1757 and 1759 is especially relevant as far as the 
emendations and comments of the novelist are concerned. Richardson's 
suggestions (concerning both the style and content) bring us to what is perhaps 
the most difficult problem, the question of his responsibility for any alterations to 
Young's original composition. Notwithstanding, as Phillips convincingly argues, 

Common Seme " (1S21); Lamb, "Sanity of True Cc111w" (1S26); D'Isradi, Essay on the Manners and 
Genius ofTIJc Litcr,1ry Characwr (1795); Coleridge, Bwgr,rphia Literaria, Chapter II (1817). 
11 Simonsuun, pp. 122-123. The Scottish primitiv1srs arc .1 minoritv broup ,cntrcJ around 
Aben.ken and Edinburgh during the second h.,lf of the eibhtecnth century. Other renowned 
members arc Blackwell, Reid, Campbell, Beattie, Karnes, Lord Monboddo, Blair, Fergusson. 
12 Simonsuuri, p. H3. 
13 Henry Pettit, ed., The Co1·mpondence of Edw,ml Young 1683-1765 (Oxford: OUP, 1971), p. 
xxxiv. From 1813 to 1819 .1 ,cries of letters was publislied in Jhe .I..Iunthly Magazine "as memoirs anti 
remains of eminent persons." 
14 lmponamly enough, McKillop's article is the first to use anti cxamme the materials provided by" 
the corrc·spondence (Alan D . McKillop, "Richardson, Young , and the Conjectures," Modern 
Phllology 22 [1925], pp . 391--104). Patricia Philips also drawing 011 the letters reconsiders Mckillop's 
findings (Patricia Phillips, "Richardson, Young, and the Conjectures: Another Interpretation," 
St11dia Neophilologia 53 (1981], pp.107-112). 
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we can only notice that Richardson makes suggestion whether they are "entirely 
or partly his own cannot be known." 1

" In this respect, the choice of "conjectures" 
in the title proves to be fairly suggestive reflecting on its development. Since in 
terms of textual criticism conjecture denotes a proposed emendation of a text. 16 By 
all means, during the crucial period of emendation (14 January 1757-31 May 
1759) Young's understanding of original composition and genius is fostered under 
the authority of Richardson. 

Perhaps it might be of interest to remark that as early as 1756 Young is at 
work on his critical essay sending the first draft to his correspondent. 17 And in the 
same year Joseph Warton dedicates his Essay on the Genius and Writings of Pope to 
Young himself. This piece of criticism regards imitation as an inferior poetic 
technique proposing the demotion oi Pope from his established rank. 18 

Apparently, \'v art on 's coniidence in Y oung's patronage is b,1sed on their shared 
modern position and the poet's e.irlier points of attack on the works of Pope. 19 

The information in Y oung's letter of 24 February 1757 seems to provide further 
details about the essay in progress and contemporary literary life. Somewhat 
excited, Young planning a flying visit to London writes: "I must borrow one hour 
of you to hear me read the letter, as now, by your assistance, amended; for it is so 
transcribed, that, without some hints to you, it will be unintelligible." 20 

Interestingly enough, it is concerning this occasion tint Dr. Johnson also comes 
into the picture. The famous incident is n.1rratcd by Boswell: 

the first time he saw Dr. Young was ,lt the house oi Mr. Richardson, the 
author of C!:mss.i. He was sent for, th:it the doctor might read to him his 
Conjectures on ongmaf Composition, which he did, and Dr. Johnson made his 
remarks, ,rnd he was surprised to find Young receive as novelties, what he thought 
very com,non 11iax1111s.

21 

15 Phillips, p. 109. Accordrnb to i\!cKillop, Richardson was very often rewriting Young rather than 
making additions of his own. 
16 Cf. the definition of 'conjecture' given m the OED (he.id 5). 
17 Young's letter of 21 December 1756: "I know not the merit or demerit of what I send; if it has 
merit, I beg you give it more. How much docs the Cemaur owe to you! If it has no merit, keep the 
secret and .1!11s well" (Pettit, p. 440). 
18 Forster, p. 303. 
19 Neither regards imitation and translation as original composition. 
20 Pettit, p. 452. 
21 R. W. Chapman, ed., James Boswell: journal of a Tour to the Hebrides u·11h Samuel Johnson, LLD. 
(Oxford: OUP, 1944), p. 341 (my italics). 
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Now let us quote the concluding notes to the 1854 edition of the Conjectures 
which question Boswell's authentic recordings of Johnson's talk J.nd account for 
the literary friendship benveen the listeners: 

But docs the biographer mean, th,1t Johns o n's opiniom on Young\ 
production, delivered clftcr dinner ore rotundo, in his or,tcubr style, were mere 
commonplace sentiments, and received ,ls 'novelties' by his delighted auditory? 
If this be the sense of the passage, it is one instance, among many, of Boswell's 
loose diction; rnd is by no means complimentary to Johnson's character, when 
Young .111d !Zichardson, with a select party, were his willing listeners . But if he 
intended to convey the impression, that Young had introduced into his 
'Con1ecwres' 'very common maxims' which he regarded as 'novelties,' it is 
manifestly erroneous. At the time of this interview, Johnson was in the prime 
of life, being about thirty years the junior of Young; ,md his intellectual 
powers had reached their maturity. He had not then . become notorious for 
overbearing dogm,ltism; ,rnd the presence of the kind-hearted Richardson and 
of his polite friends might restrain much of his exuberant criticisrn. 1

l 

Even though the nineteenth century editor argues ;igJ.inst Young's 
"commonplace sentiments," there is scant doubt th.n in its J,1y the essay turns out 
to be hardly original. However it seems to be far more doubtful, as it shall be 
detailed, whether Johnson commits his strictures to paper. Indeed, the ever-
recurring dement of the correspondence is the uncertainty about Johnson's 
nuking his remarks at all. In this respect, Rich:irdson's letter of 24 May 1759 
might be of intere st. Here the novelist informs his friend about the reception of 
the Conjectures' first edition: "Nir. Johns on is much plc.1sed with it: he made a few 
observations on some passages, which I encouraged him to commit to paper, and 
which he promised to do, and send to you." 21 \Vhat makes Young disappointed or 
at least imp.nient with - the same that nukes the student of Johnson suspicious oi 
- is the critic's (unusual) rcluctance. 24 Such a peculi;ir attitude towards the 

22111c Complete Works, /'ocny ,.me! Prnsc ofihc Re ~·. L'tlw,ml Vo101g, LLD .. revi sed and coll.ncd with 
the c.1rliest editions (Loudon: ,;~·illi,1m Tcgg, JS:,4). Vol. II, 11.p. 

23 Pettit, p. 498. 
24 Yo unb' s hcsit.111011 whether to send Richardson the revised ,-crsio u of the essay Lir1g111atcs from 
Johnson 's silence: "I shall not send a copy till I It.we the pleasure of M.r. J ohmon 's letter on the 
point s he spoke of to you, and plc,1sc kt him know that I imp.nicntly wait for it" (Pettit, p. 500). In 
the final lc11n on 31 may 17:i9 Y oung writes: "It was very kind lll you lO sen<l to Mr. Jolmsou 's; and 
uufonunat c to m e th.11 you ,clll in v,1in" (Pettit, p. 503). 
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Conjectures, as it shall be discussed, rernams to be the same in Johnson 's later 
;lpproachcs to Young. 

Perhaps, needless to say, the essay receives very different critical response 
from those of the similar tracts of Young's contemporaries. The influence and the 
reception of the Conjectures divide the reading public for a long time. As Ruttkay 
pomts out: 

[t]hc reason why it evoked enthusiasm ,1broad and met with indifference at 
home is that, while it could strike even post-Bodmer Germany as something 
like a revelation of a new artistic creed, it could have no such message of 
novelty for English readers, who had been gradu.11\y ,1ecustomed to similar 
ideas discussed in a great number of works. 11 

It must not be forgotten that before the Conjectures Y oung's fame is already 
established by his N1gh1 T/;uughts (1742-1746) becomini; ,1 "poet of European 
standing" and ,m "inspir.ni on ro artists from Blake to humble and anonymous 
engravers. ,,c,, The grc.1l intluec:e of the essay on Sturm uruL Drang movement is 
evident in the 17G l Leipzig translation of the text as well as in the Young-
Klop~tock correspondence. 27 This way the German romanticism may owe "a 
double debt" to Young : a poem and an essay .2x 

However indifferent the immediate recepti on of the essay is at home, within 
six months of its publicati on there appeirs a second ed ition. Importantly enough, 
the revised text incorp ora tes some clungcs, now minor, now major, which may as 
well shed new light on Young's undcrst.i.nding of originality. \\/bile it is true that 
Young's reflections arc for from being innov.nive, there remain at least three 
particular aspects that may bre,1k new ground in the field of originality and 
genius. By and large, it is thl'. pose of the originator, the melaphoric language and. 

25 Ruttkay, p. 67. 
26 Q uoted from the exhibition: L!: ;:.ml Young. /Joel of :he Nzght-'/Z,011/!,hts (16113-1 765) (Oxford : 
BoJlc ,an Library, 1983). The cxhibitio:1 provides a wealth ot information about the European vogue 
of the Night Thmq:,hrs, dispL1ying Jificrem cditiom .111d tr,rnsl.1tions of the text. The enquirer, for 
instance, c111 find out th,n "the first book primed ,It Eb111ore was not l·lamkt but the Danish 
translation of the Night Thoughts" or 111 V cnice Yohannes Eremean tr.1nsLitcd the work into 
Turkish pm1tcd 111 Armenian characters. 
27 CL Gcdankcn tibcr die Original-Wcrkc ["Conjectures on Original C,mposition"] In cincm 
Schrcibcn [ ... ] .111 den Vcrf:isscr de, Grandison [S,1nltlcl R1d1:in.lson] i\m drn, Fnglischcn [tran,latcd 
by von T., i.e. J-1. E. von Tcnbcrn] . for Youn g's mtlucnccs. sec M.1ni11 Steinke, Edwanl Young 's 
"Conjccltm:i" Ill England ,uul Cennany (New York: Stcchcn, 1917). 
28 Forster, p. }S8. 
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the model of Addison that the novelty of his work consists 111. Let us consider 
how these innovative, albeit fairly ambiguous, qualities nunifcst themselves in the 
text. 

The essay, cast within the framework of "monumental marbles" to which 
Young conducts the reader, embarks upon "composition in general." 29 Then come 
Y oung's attempts to define originality and genius in the author's elaborate 
metaphoric diction which I shall collsidcr Lner. As J next measure, he inquires 
into the applicability of definitions to ancient .rnd modern authors. And finally, 
he turns to his main theme, "the long digression" on the marbles of Addison "the 
chief inducement for writing at ,lll" (108). Thus, as for as the argumentation is 
concerned, the author examining the minds of the .rnciems and modems, 
imitative, and original geniuses, gradually moves towards the original destination 
he promi'sed to re.Kh from the st:irt. 

Nc.lr the beginning of the essay one encounters the following note: "You 
[i.e . R.ich.1rdson] remember that your worthy Patron, and our common Friend[ ... ] 
desired our Sentiments on OriginJ.l, and on Mor,ll Composition" (4). Chibka 
asserts the somewh.n obYious when he says tlut Young here "helps his readers to 
identify with Richardson by means of devices that gives the Conjectures a quasi-
fictional .1ir."1

: Indeed, the patron in question appears to be invented since 
Richardson's letter of 14 January 1759 indicates that the subject of the Conjectures 
is "desired" (meaning suggested) by the novelist himse!f. 31 Thus, it seems that what 
Richardson requests in their private correspondence is now concealed in a public 
letter, i. e. in the essay, by the introduction of the fictitious figure of the 
anonymous and mysterious patron. In this way, Y oung's originality might be 
preserved and Richardson's role in the origin and development of the Conjccutrcs 

29 Edw .1rd Youn~. Co,:;cnurc.< 011 Original Com: .,u.<1/.011 111 a Le/ler to 1he A uthoY of Sir Char/e5 
Cr,wd i,011. I 75'J. 1.1c,11rnlc {Leech: The Schobr P re", l'.166), pp. 3-4 . All p,1rcn1hcsiscd rclcrcnccs arc 
1.0 tlus c,lttion . 
. 10Koben L. Chibk.1, "The Str.mher Within You11h·, Conjectures" EUI 53 (1'.186), p. 562. 
31 "As you do the wntcr of the history of Sir Ch.1rles Granc.lison the honour of directing to him 
your two letters, and give l11m other hours, wl11ch modesty will not .tllow him to claim, will it not 
look to so111e th,n his request to you to write on the two subjects, Orzgi11,,I and Moral, was made to 
yuu in hopes of receiving some kind complimellls lrom your friendly paniality could not, therefore, 
some powerful and deserving friend be substituted, as knowing I have the honour of corresponding 
with Im valued Dr. Young, to put me upon requesting you to touch upon these two subjects? I 
cu111.:civc that the alteration 111'1)' be eJsily nude; suppose like this - "Your worthy patron, our 
common frie11J, b y putting yo u on the request you make me , both flauer s and distresses me" (Pettit, 
p. 446) . 
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remains unknown. But this is only one of the several ex,1mples when Young -
pretending that Richardson's suggestions seem new even to the novelist himself -
creates a "quasi-fictional air" in his text. 

Nor can it escape the attention of the reader that the second edition of the 
essay incorporates a daring assertion that requires reconsideration. Young plunges 
into the "desired" theme of origin:11 composition "the more willingly, as it seems 
an original subject to me, who ha\·e seen nothins hitheno written on it." 11 In her 
introduction to the 1918 edition of the text, the editor assessing Youns's 
originality contends: "the .mthor docs not .dd anything striking new to the 
various statements made by his immediate predecessors .mJ contemporaries. It is 
his merit, rather, to sum up and emph.1sise their scattered remarks in an essay, 
brief, brilliantly pointed, enthusiastic .md readable." Strangely enough, it is 
precisely this insertion ... his somewhat sell-congratulatory st.nement" 11 that makes 
him original. Hence the whole :1rgument for origin,1lity and the w,1y it is 
:1rticulated appear to be of fundamental importance to Y oung's claim for priority. 
Of course, the added phrase can be read as signs of his self-canonisation and self-
fashioning. Such a characteristic tendency in almost the same manner appears in 
his somewhat earlier work On Lyric Poetry. 14 In part this attitude is due to the fact 
that the discourse on original composition evidently requires some instances of 
originality from the author. Or, more importantly, it is Jue to the fact that the 
author should display his own genius from the start on. 

Adopting the pose of the "originator," the author lets himself neglect the 
long established tradition of imitation and originality. The claim of having seen 
nothing written hitherto on the subject prepares the ground for his contribution 
to the controversy of ancients and modems. In this respect the dilemma whether 
or not Young "forgets" about the renowned parties in the debate is pointless 

32 Edward Young. Co111ect11res on Ongmu! Composition in a Lcu,•r lo the Author of Sir Charles 
Gr,mdison, ed. Lfah Morley (Manchester: ~Lmchester UP, 1918), p. 8. This text of the Conjectures 
is based on the second edition with readings of the first one suppressed into the footnotes. CL also 
the ,111thologisc<l cd1t10n of the essay in Geoffrey Tillotsou, !'.ml Fmscl, Jr., .md M.1rsh.1ll \V.1111grow, 
eds., Eightcc11il1-Cc1;111ry E11glish Literall/l'e (:'\cw York: I Lircoun, Br.icc & \\'lorld, 1 'J(,'J). 

33 Ruttkay, p. 66. 
34 On Lyric Poc:ry (1728) written on the same subject, .rnticipates many statements of his 
Conjectures. "And we should rather imitate their example in their general motives and fuud.uncntal 
mcthods of thnr working than in their works themselves. Tin.< is a clisti11ctw11, I tlnnk, not hitherto 
111<ulc, and a <l1stinctio11 of consequence" (Scott Elledge, ed., Eightcc11th-Crn111ry Critic,d Ess,,ys 
[lthaca: Cornell UP, 1961), Vol. I, p. 414). 
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because he deliberately overlooks them to gain priority. 1
' This is how the self-

appointed originator indulges in suppositions, i. e. conjectures, the topic of which 
is "unprecedented," at least Young comes to pretend so. Furthermore, Young's 
attitude towards the second letter on moral composition turns out to be directly 
antithetical to the first one. The doubt about what counts to be an original as 
contrasted to an unoriginal subject is ag;1in evidern from the correspondence. "l 
have written a second letter," Young replies to the novelist, "but it by no means 
pleases me - the subject is too common and cannot keep out of the footsteps of 
my prcdcccssors." 1

r, Such a claim for originality, in the sense of being the first 
instance of its kind, is, of course, an overstatement, which requires a more 
detailed examination. 

The Con;ectures delivers a passionate defence of originality and freedom from 
poetic rules, traits that, as the author contends, arc supposed to guarantee genius. 
It is along these concepts that Young attempts to undermine the neo-classical 
doctrines of imitation, thereby supporting the cause of the modems. Oddly 
enough, when the author comes to explain the essence of originality, he leaves the 
operative term of the essay undefined as the following excerpt shows: 

The mind of a n1.1n of Genius is a frnilc anJ pleasant !1c!J, plc,1sant as Elysium, 
and ferule as Tcn;pc; it enjoys a perpetual Spring. Of that Spring, Ongmals arc 
the fairest flowers: Imitations arc of quicker growth, but fainter bloom. 
/11111,.wons arc of two kinds: One of Nature, one of Authors: The first we call 
Orzgmals, and confine the term imitation to the second. I shall not enter into 
the curious enquiry of what is, or is not strictly speaking, Origmal, content 
with wh.n all must .1llow, that some Compositions are more so then others; 
and the more they are so, I say, the better (9-10). 

Young here turns to describe the mind of genius in terms of organic metaphors 
such as gardens, plants and soil. It is apparent tlut the author's eff ons to posit a 
definition of originality set in opposition to imitation arc problematic. lnstea<l of 
definition he provides his reader with spoiling the unity between the imitation of 
ancients and the imitation of nature. Young, as Jonathan Bate puts it, "divides the 
two practices, confines the term imitation to the imitation of authors, and extols 
writers who have direct access to nature as originals." 17 Furthermore, it appears 

35 Cf. Wickman's argument concerning the likelihood of Young·s forgettmg about the works on 
origmality (Wickman, p. 920). 
36 Pettit, p. 455. The second essay, however, was never published. 
37 B.ne, p. 88. 
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(from yet another correspondence) that for Youni; orii;inality consists 111 matter 
rather than manner. And it is concerning this point that Warburton in his letter 
to Hurd rJ.ises his voice against the Conjeclllres: "He (Young] is the finest writer of 
nonsense of any of this age. And had he known that original composition 
consisted in the manner, and not in the matter, he had wrote with commonscnse, 
and perhaps very dully under so insufferable a burthen."' 8 

Perhaps, the crucial problem of leaving the key concept of the Conjectures 
undefined merits a further look. Considering the reason for this conspicuous 
omission, Weisheimer argues that originality may not be distinguished from 
imitation; therefore, they belong to ,1 "continuum." As a solution, he offers a 
reasonable combination speaking of "imitative originals" as well as "original 
imitation." 1

~ So conceived, the notion of origin,1lity ,1s \veil as genius escapes from 
clear-cut definition but it .1llows for met.1phoric cl.ibor,nion. Thus content with a 

comparative expbnation, the author continues his defence in the same rhetorical 
vein: he relics on oq:,.rnic meuphors to describe origin~1l genius. Certainly for 
Young the inugc oi gro\ving plants seems more appropriate and expressive than 
his urlie:- definitive approaches to the key concept. Indeed, it is in its 
contribution to the developing organic aesthetics that the imporu.nce of the 
Con1ccum:s consists, since the vegetable concept of genius was part of an 
established critical discourse. With the striking comparison of the "natural 
products of mind to the products of the ngeublc world" 42 the natural growth of 
genius is again set in opposition to mccb.mical imiution: 

An Ongmal m.1v be s.1id to be oi ,1 ,xgc1ablc n.1turc; it rises spont.incously from 
the vit.1! root oi Genius; it grows, it is not nude: !mitatlOIIS .ire often a sort of 
Man11/ac::crc -.\·rought up by those Mcchamcs, 11 rt, and Labowr, out of prc-
existcr,t n1.1:.c,·i.1ls not their own (11-12). 

Thi: ami:.h1..'tic.1l position between .1ctiH' uq.;anic growth and meclunical 
making, .1s it li.1' been often noted, cmbuclics such ideas tlut Lill precise!)' i11 the 
field of Ronunuc .1esd1etics. This not.1hk p;issa6e also shows illsight imu what 
makes Younh 1·ccl compelled to cl.iim originality. l·lis 111nuv,1tto11 is most 
si611ificant le"" lor the traditional vie\,· ul \vorks of art ,1s h.tvinf,; org;mic form 

38 \V.1rburtou, L·ttcrs to llurd quoted rn Edith \L,:-'.cy. p. 51. CL ,1lso K1c·li.1:·,Luu\ letter of 29 M.1y 
1759 (Pettit, p. 5C2_!. 
39 Joel Wcishc1mcr. "'Conjectures on Unoribia.11 Ct,mpusitw11." The l:'is:,h1,·c11tl1 Century: '/J.,eory ,uul 
Interpretation 22 (1981), p. GO. 
40 M. H. Abrams. The Mirror un,I 1/;c Lump (Oxlo:J: OCP. 1971), p. 187. 
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th.m for combining the tw o ideas, i. c. the organic growth of a plant with 
mechanical art. 41 Anticipating Coleridge's and Schlcgel's similar distinction, there 
remains one further ex.1mplc (foreshadowing W ordsworthian ideas) that may as 
well test the author's ambitious claim. Tracing the origin of "spontaneity," Bate 
contends that the Youngean comparison quoted above is "the earliest passage to 
use the word spontaneity in the comext of poetic 

It is, of course, obvious that Young's system reaches backwards to the 
contemporary tradition as it is clearly indicated by allusions to prior treatises on 
original benius. With respect to the correspondence, th e implicit references, and 
the author's "chief inducement for writing at all" (108), all these elements point to 
the safe conclusion that Addison provides the most important model on which 
Young builds his own argument. Interestingly enough, it is through the example 
of Addison, as we shall sec later, that Young eventually comes up with an 
incongruous combination of the governing concepts. 

That Addison's particular reflections on genius in The Spectator are of 
fundamental importance to Young as well as Dr. Johnson is evident in their 
attempts at definition in the essay and the dictionary respectively. In Johnson's 
Dictionary (1755), for instance, the second sense of genius ("a nun endowed with 
superior is illustrated by the following quotation from Addison: "[t]here 
is no little writer of Pindaric who is not mentioned as a prodigious genius." Bate in 
relation to Johnsonian sense of the word carefully points out that the OED turns 
out to be inaccurate when it claims that the fifth sense of the term "is not recognised 
in Johnson's Dictionary .44 We should, therefore, pause for a moment on how Young 
develops the notion of original genius already present in The Spectator paper. 

Addison's essay distinguishes between "the first class" and "the second class 
of geniuses" in a way that these classes show "equal grc1tness" but "different 
manner."~ 5 The first class of great geniuses arc "the prodigies of mankind who by 
the mere strength of natural parts, and without .rny assistance of art or learning, 

41 Bate, p. 89. 
42 Bate, p. 89. B:nc also mentions that the growth of organi,ms Jcscrihcd as spolllaueous ,1ppcars in 
scicmific writings. Cf. also the OED's definition 
43 Samuel Johnson, A Dictionary of the English Language (\:cw York: AMS Pre ss, 1967), Vol. I : 
gcums. 

44 I.late, p. 77. The author thinks that Johnson presumabl y require s from his readers to recall 
Addison's fam ous Spectator paper on Genius. 
45 Joseph Addison, "Genius" in Scott Elledge, ed., Eightcenih-Century C,·itm, l Essays {Ithaca: Co rnell 
UP, 1961), Vol. I, p. 29. Hereafter cited parenthetically by page number and abbreviated A. 
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have produced works that were the delight of their own times and the wonder of 
posterity" (A, 27-28). Natural geniuses (Homer, The Old Testament poets, 
Pindar, Shakespeare) arc set in sharp opposition rather to the French 'bel esprit' 
than to the second kind of geniuses which implies, of course, some nationalistic 
fcrvour. 41

' On the other hand, the second class of geniuses (Plato, Aristotle, Virgil, 
Tully, Milton, Bacon) arc "those that have formed themselves by rules and 
submitted the greatness of their natural talents to the correction and restraints of 
art" (29). Keeping a balance between the two aspects of genius, the author exploits 
the metaphor of wilderness and shaped garden, the recurring imagery of 'flJC 
Spectator. Anticipating by blf a century Young's org:rnic metaphors of natural 
genius, Addison asserts that: 

[i]n the iirst [origin.il ;cnius] it is like .1 rich soil in .1 happy climate that 
produces a ·whole wilderness of noble plants rising in a thousand beautiful 
landsc1pes without any certain order or regularity. In the other [imitative 
genius] it is the same rich soil under the same happy climate that has been laid 
out in ,valks .rnd parterres and cut into slupc and beauty by the skill of the 
gardener (A, 29). 

Imporuntly enough, Young radically turns natural or "Adult Genius" into a super-
ior kind of originality putting "Infantinc Genius" of "Learning, Lover of Rules" 
exactly in second place (27). Here we Juve Young's challenge to the united power of 
learning and genius, or as Beddow puts it, "by abandoning the balancing act," 
Young subverts the "neo-cbssical ideal of .irtful genius." 47 This is how in Young's 
version natural genius held in high esteem becomes and remains throughout 
antithetical to the artful As for his method here, Young builds up his thesis 
through comparatively brief multiple parallels: "Learning we thank, Genius we 
revere, That gives us pleasure, This gives us rapture, That informs, This inspires, 
and is itself inspired, for genius is from heaven, learning from man [ ... ] Learning is 
borrowed knowledge, Genius is knowledge innate, J.nd quite our own" (36). 

46 For Genie, "L'etenduc de !'esprit, la force de !'imagination, & l'activitc de l'amc, voiL\ le genie" sec 
the D10•clopedie 011 dictionnilire raisonne des sciences, des arrs et des metiers. 
47 Michael Beddow, "Goethe on Genius" in Penelope Murray, ed., Genius: 7hc History of an Idea, 
p. 98. 
48 In The R,;.mb/er, 154 (1751) for instance, Johnson gives voice ro "[t)hc inefficac y of genius without 
learning" : "The mental disease of the present generation, is impatience of study, contempt of the 
great masters of ancient wisdom, and :t disposition to rely wholly upon unassisted genius and natural 
sagacity" (W. J. Bate and A. B. Strauss, eds., The Yale Edition of the Works of Samuel Johnson [New 
Haven: Yale UP, 1969), Vol. V, p. 55). 
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The author concludes the paragraph in which the qualities of genius and 
learning arc enumerated with a C;!ution against setting genius above divine truth. 
The context of thi s remark J.lso shows that the Youngcan understanding of genius 
extends backward s to Addison and forwJ.rds to the RomJ.ntic aesthetics. Recalling 
yet another popubr short Spectator essay on "the fairy wq of writing," Young 
extols imagination as one of the distinguishing traits of original genius. 49 Genius 
(depicted as "wandering wild[ ... J in the Fairyland of Fancy" having a "creative 
power" (37), is associated with creativity, inspiration and grace. It is, therefore, of 
some significance tlut Young docs not display suspicion of the imagination, but 
rather he assigns to it an essential role in the shaping of the mind of genius. The 
period extending from Addison's essays on The Pleasures of the Imagination to 
Young's Conjectur es, as Babbitt also point s out, is of particular importance because 
these critical pieces contribute to "the rehabilitation of the imagination" and the 

I . . f l . " . . . . " " . f »S O popu ansat1on o · t 1e cxprcss10n, creative 1magmat1on, or creative ancy. · 
As Young pro ceeds Lo bring his co ncepts im o the field of contemporary 

criticism, he presents the original ;mtho r with "tw o golden rules from Ethics, 
which arc no less golden in Compositi on, th.rn in life" (52). Despite his earlier 
Jttack s on the nco-chssic.11 idcJl of artiul genius, now he prescribes the rules of 
"Know thy self'' and "Reverence Thyself" for observation. It is along these lines 
th.1t or igin.1! genius touches upon moral issues (the intended topi c of the second 
lette r) '"co-or dinating ethics and aesthetics," sentiments on moral and original 
cump osition.~ 1 Here we encounter again the prevailing metaphor of a growing 
urg;rn ism encouraging th e innate pow ers of the mind of genius: "let thy genius 
rise and prefer the native growth of thy own mind to the richest imp ort from 
.,broad" (53). Following the Addisonian example, Young confines the concept of 
genius to Englishmen. In his picture of genius, Bacon, Boyle, Newton, 
Slukcspeare ;rnd Milton occupy the same privileged position as the ancients. From 
the se great name s it is cle.1r t!ut for Young genius is a wider concept employed 
not to cvalu;.ite exclusively poetic geniu s. Cla ssing th e giant Shakespeare together 
with Milton and Homer , comparing Ben Jonson to Shakespeare, or in other 
words, "learning" to "untutored geniu s," Young by no means voices original, 
unpre cedented ideas: in L1ct he echoes the gencr;1] trends or commonplaces of his 

49 Du n.ild I'. l3,>nJ, ed., Cnti , ,1[ Ess.iys from the Spcct.it o,· iry Joseph Add ison (Oxford: Clarendon 
l'rn~. 197v), p. 199. 
50 lrvmi-; B.1bhitt, 011 Bt:ing Cm1/l,'C and Other Essays (Londo n: Constable, 198J), p. 82. 
5 I Widui1 .1n. p. 'J 13. 
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time. When the author inquires into the field of contemporary literature, 
however, he changes his tone. 

In the attempt to ~lSSCSS the modems (with rq;ard to the ancients), he passes 
his strictures on the renowned authors of the Augustan age - including his friends 
as well. Thus, cxtollins Ri chardson's "moral" and "original" genius over many of 
his contemporaries, the critic lllrns to compare "the original ;1ttcmpts" of Swift, 
Pope anJ Addison. Needless to say, in many respects, Young's canon of literature 
and critic1l attitude towa rds the modems arc to be found wanting. ln a notable 
passJ.ge, for instance, he vigorously allacks Pope, "an avowed professor of 
imitation" (65), thereby undermining the complex issue of imitation, transbtion 
and the use of rhyme as a means of original compositions. It is his conspicuously 
low estimate of Pope as ;111 original author that Dr. Johnson deeply reconsiders in 
his Lives. As I have ;1lready mentioned, the "promised papers" conveying 
J h ' " l ·1 J . . ' l C . h d Y "~1 o nson s more c cu1 c op1111ons about t 1<.: on1ccl1trcs, never reac e oung. · 
However, it seems ,1pp,1rent that Johnson docs not refrain from addressing himself 
to the problcnutic p.1rts o i the Conjectures in his different works. Regarding the 
same date oi publication and the message of 77Je lei/er 60 Qune 9, 1759) we can 
consider it ;ls Johnson's direct answer to the notions explicit in the Conjectures. 
The following pivotal excerpt would seem to indi cate such a criticism of Youn g's 
undcrstJ.nding of genius: "the chief business of an is to cop y nature; that a perfect 
writer is not to be expected, because genius dcc1ys as judgement increases, that the 
great art is the art of bl oning."; 1 Perhaps. wlut is more interesting is to discover 
Johnson's borrowings irom the Conjectures when he attempts to describe poetic 
genius in the Life of Co"i.i-ley: "(t]hc true Geniu s is .1 mind of;\ hrge g,cncral powers, 
accidentally determined to some particubr dire.:ti on."" 4 Therefore, we should also 
argue tlut in the passJ.ge concerned he is n ot o nly "thinking of Sir Joshua 
Reyno lds as wdl .1s Cow ley" - as Grundy .1rgues- but also of Young. ''> 
Furthermore, John son in the co ncluding L~/c of Pope, challenges the authority of 
W~1rwn 's and Youn g's dern ou o n of the Augustan poet. As far as the technique of 
the biographer is concerned, Johnson render s Pope ":111 the qualities th;H 

52 b.1bcl St. Johu Bl1.,s, Edw,1rci Yuurig (c\cw York: Tw,1ync l'ublishcrs, J'}(,'i\. p. 147. 
5:\ W. J. l.btc, e<l., The idler and the Ad1.:eni/lrcr (New I-!.1ven: Yale Ul', 19G.,), p. 186. Johnson here 
defends Pope recalling clichc s from /In Essay on Criticzsm. 
54Samucl Johnson, Live.< of 1/;c English Poets (London: Dent, 1968), Vol.!, p. 2. CL also Youn):\ 
liucs: ",1s for .1 ~cucral Gcnm s, there 1s no such thiu~ 111 11.1turc: A Gc111rn im plie s the r;1ys uf the 
mind conccntcr 'd, ,1nd <lc1crn11nc<l to somc pan:icular po illl " (SS-86). 
55 Isobel Crumly , S,m111cl Juhmu11: New C,·iuu! ES.<ays (Londo n: Vi sio11 Pros, 198·1), p . . 12. 
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constitute genius": "Invention," ''Imagination," and "Judgement." "r' For one thing, 
that the Youngean discourse on g'.:nius s~em s no t to be irrclcv.mt to Johnson 
becomes evident in this scattered statem ents of his biographies. Strange as it is, in 
the life of Young the inquirer would se,1rch in v,iin fo r the Johnson's "promised 
observation s o n some passJ.gcs" of th e ess.1y since this pa rt icular life is "the only 
one of the fifty-tw o Live s o f the Engli sh Poets not written by Johnson himself."" 
The account o f Young .1doptcd in John so n 's \vo rk is wriucn by Sir Herbert Croft 
who undcrc stimJ.tc s Young both as a poet and as a man. No wonder that this 
joint enterprise is ridiculed and severel y critici sed by Jame s Thoma s Callender as 
the following excerpt from his Deform ities of Dr. S,mwcl Johnson indicates: "[h] e is 
the bad imitator o f a bad original; and w h onest man will not peruse his libel 
with out indignati on [ ... ] And yet thi s critic1l .1ssassin, thi s literary jackal, is 
celebrated by the D octor. "~8 Her e again we en count er the co ntemporary problem 
of imitation coupled with ori ginalit y which leads us to the final but the mo st 
puzzling scene of the Co11;eclltrcs, n .1mely the digressi on on "monumental 
marbles ," Addi son 's de.1th. 

Young' s jL1Libcmcnt on "the triun w ir.ite " co ncludes with ext olling Addison, 
the "greJ.t J.uthor" over Pope, the "correct poet" .mJ Swift, th e "singular wit. " 
(96). The ;inecJot es .1bout Swift's evening walk (65-6 6), Pope 's plan o f an Epic 
(69) building on the common clement o f dying prep,lre the ground for Young 's 
ebb o r.lle reflecti ons on Addison's "triumphant" death (102), his "chief 
indu cement for w r iting at all." 5~ Wickman points out tl1J.t Addison is placed 
"within the traditi o n o f the ars bene m oriendi, " ther eby loc ating his genius in hi s 
person rather than in hi s work s:60 "hi s co mp osition s arc but a n oble preface; the 
gr.md work is hi s dc 1th" (104). A s for Youn g's originality here, the author docs 

'i(,.fol111son, Li-vc.<. p. 214 . 
57 Pettit , p. xxxiii. 1t is o t ~rc.ll relevan ce, howcn·r, :h.n ihe nitical section of tliis biogr.1phy is 
recon sidered by John son l111nscli .md att ached to the end of Croft' s rath er problem,1tic account. 
'i8 J. T . C allender, Dcfom1 11u·.< d Dr. S:m111el John.<011: S,·!cocd Ji-om his Works, Licsimi lc (Los Angcln : 
Uwv ersity of Ca liforn ia, 1971), p. 18. 
59 ··Poi ntinb at it [a nob le elm]. he [Swift] said, 'I shall be like that tre e, l sh.,11 die at top ."' Then: 
'"'\'•;'c llltgln h,1ve had tw o H omers inst ead of one , if longer had b<'Cll hi s life; for I heard the d:yiug 
, w.111 [Pope] ulk over an Epi c pl.m few weeks befor e his decease." Yo1111g repons on Addis on 's 
t rmmph,111t dc,ll h : '"Dear Sir! You sent fo r me : I believe .. md hop e, that you h.1ve some commanJ .1; I 
,11"11 ho ld them 111os t sac red: 'M y dist.1nt .1ges not onl y he.ir, but feel th e rcph· 1' Forcibly grasping the 
youth" s lund. he ,uftly said, 'Set: in what peace a C hristi.111 c.111 die."' 
60 Wi ckm ,111, pp . ') 14- 9 15. 
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not accept Richardson's "humble suggestions" tlut he should "separate the 
heterogeneous parts," referring to the stLrnge inclusion of moc1l ):',Cnius. The 
Conjectures arguing against imitation, ~n the end, puts forward the imitation of 
Addison, whose "compositiom arc built with the finest nutcrials in the taste of 
the ancients and on truly Classic ground" (98). 

In this light the account of the deathbed scene reporting Addison's 
exemplary death at the most empathic point of the essay seems to give an 
incongruous combination of tl1l: problematic concepts considered throughout the 
Conjectures. A puzzling solution to the ccntL1l problems the topic of original 
genius poses invoh ·es: the blending of moral and origi11;1] genius, imitation and 
originality, Richardson's emcn d.1tions and You nl:','s origin;1I version. Thus it seems 
that Young's c!dim as well as aq;umcnts for or iginality rest r.nhcr on a bold than 
false assumption. 



Veronika Ruttkay 

Interpreting Hamlet, 1812-13 

Coleridge's Romantic Hermeneutic Experiment 

In 1 S 19 Coleridge wrote: "Hamlet was the play, or Lither Hamlet himself was the 
ch.1:-acter in the intuition and exposition of which I first made my turn for 
philosophical criticism, and especially for insight into the genius of Shakespeare, 
11otiu:a'." Tht: much-quoted passage reveals Coleridge's interpretation of Hamlet as 
Jivinatory in a double sense: firstl y , l:iccmsc it foreshJdowed his Shakespeare 
criticism and indeed his philosophical criticism as a whole and proved to be 
something like its germ, and secondly - in the sense defined by Schleiermacher -
because it began with the reader's "intuition," an imaginative transformation 
which lead to immedi.1te comprehension of Hamlet and insight into the author's 
genius. The two meanings encapsulate why it is import :mt to study the Hamlet 
interpretation ,md wh;n I want to say about it. However, a few words in 
explanation of these questions will not be out of place . 

Even if we Jo not want to believe thJ.t a reading of Hamlet awakened the 
slumbering critical ulent in Coleridge as he claims, it is still significant that he 
chooses this play for his story. By doing so he joins the tradition - represented 
mo st influentially by Goethe and Schlegel - according to which in Hamlet "the 
spirit of its Author is ;lt ib most visiblc." 1 His interpretation of the play is, 
acco rdingly, in many ways central to his Shakespeare criticism. He treats it as a 
point of reference to which other plays can be related, moreover, in his analyses 

I In Goethe's Wilhelm Meister, ,iiter Wilhelm's analysi s of Hamlet, the company "applauded this 
n1ctho ,l vf pcnctr .nini; into the spirit of the author. " Sec Jonath.m l\,\lc, 7hr Romantics on 
Sh,d,c,pc,11·,: (London: Penguin, 1992), p. 305. 
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of Hamlet he usually rephrases the general prin ciples o f his "philosophical 
criticism" - for (as we shall sec) he regards Hamlet a drama that not only justifies 
but somehow evokes these principles of interpretation. Since he never committed 
to paper a coherent analysis of the play, I am going to study the 1812 and 1813 
Hamlet lectures of which more or less detailed rep orts survived together with 
Coleridge's notes for th e second lecture. I am awa re that it is highly problematic 
to analyse texts (that o f the two lectures) which hover unreachable between an 
outline written before and tw o accounts written after them. Still, I think that a 
careful reading of the existing sources is the onl y way - if there is any - to 
approximate the non-exi stent ones, even if that m eans that I have to construct an 
"ideal" Hamlet interpretati on o f 1812-13, blurring th e differences between the 
two separate occasion s as well as between the texts and hands recording them. 

The two lectur es were .lmong the most succcs sf ul in Coleridge's career: 
letters and diaries pres erved enthusiastic responses and Coleridge himself was 
plc.1sed .2 Together with hi s marginalia to the play written around 1818, they havc 
been recognised as cardinal interpretative events in th e history of his Shakespeare 
criti cism. The critical attention they received, however, was strangely determined 
by T. S. Eliot 's charges expressed first in his 1919 article on Hamlet and later in his 
1923 "The Function of Criticism." In the latt er text he raises the rhetorical 
question: "for what is C oleridge's Hamlet: is it an h onest inquiry as far as the data 
permit, or is it an att empt to present Coleridge in an .ittractive costume?" 3 Hi s 
suggested .inswer is, o f co urse, the second one - in his earlier study he already 
wrote of Goethe and Co leridge: "These minds o fren find in Hamlet a vicarious 
exist ence for their own artistic realisation." 4 Eli ot seems to say that Coleridge' s 
int erpretation is :J. self-serving projection instead of being "honest": he is to o "apt 
to take leave o f the d:ita o f criticism," "his centre o f interest changes , his feelings 

2 Robins on called the 1812 Hamle t lectur e "(p)crhaps hi s ver y best. .. (C f. Samuel T.1ylo r Co leridg e, 
Sh,ikcspcare Criticism, ed. Th om .is M iddleton Raysor [Lond on , New York: Everyman 's Library, J. 
M . Dent & Som, 1960), Vol. II , p . 173; henceforward rcl c~red to as sq. Of the 1813 lectur e 
Co lcrnlgc wrote to Mrs M o rgan: "My Lecture of ycstcr evenin g seemed to give more than ordinary 
s:nisfaction - I began at 7 o 'clock, a_nJ ended at half past 9. - Merc y on the audience YOU w ill say ; 
6 111 the audience did n ot seem to be tired , ,md cheered m e to th e last" (Collected Leuers of Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge, ed. Ea rl Leslie Grigg s [O xfo rd and N ew Yo rk, 1956-71), Vol. III, p. 450). 
3 Th omJ s Stearns Eliot, "Th e Fun cti on o f C ritici sm ," Sel~ued Prose, ed . Fr ,rnk Kcrmod c (Lond o n : 
F:1bcr and F.tber , 1975), p . 7(,. 
4 El iot, Selected Prose, p. 45. 
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arc impure."' What Eliot finds wanting in Coleridge's approach is the close 
correspondence between literary fact and interpretation - this is the other side of 
the ,,objectivity" for the lack of which he criticises romantic poetry. But 
interestingly enough he attributes the same fault to Shakespeare's main character 
and to the play as well: "Hamlet (the man) is dominated by an emotion which is 
inexpressible, because it is in excess of the facts as they appear. And the supposed 
identity of H;.11nlet with his creator is genuine to this point: that Hamlet's 
bafflement at the absence of objective equivalent to his feelings is a prolongation 
of the bafflement of his creator in the face of his artistic problem." 1

' Eliot presents 
his theory of the "objective correlative" as opposed to the series of artistic and 
critiul misconceptions represented by Hamlet, Shakespeare, and Coleridge ("No! 
I am not Prince Hamlet" in "Prufrock" gathers a different significance from this 
perspective). By doing so, however, he implies that there is a certain 
correspondence benveen the drama and its criticism: Coleridge in fact imitates the 
mistake of Hamlet and Shakespeare. This insight is a very valuable one in spite of 
its negativity. What Eliot docs not take into consideration is that Coleridge's 
subjectivist ,,misreading" may arise not from his overflowing personality (as his 
earliest critics also thought) but from the romamic criticil framework in which 
his interpretation is moving - and which is still very much present for Eliot, 
J.lthough in J. negative way. 

Several critics attempted to counter the effects of Eliot's verdict but they 
were only partly successful. This is because they consented to the rejection of 
romantic subjectivism .1s a critical mistake and tri{?d to rescue Coleridge by 
pointing out tlut it is characteristic of only a part of his criticism. Barbara Hardy, 
for instance, observes: "In the 1811-12 lecture on flamlc1, psychological analysis 
of character is certainly prominent, but when we turn to the notes we find a 
much fuller formal analysis." 7 A very similar claim was made by David Ellis and 
Howard Mills in 1979, who find that the author oi the notes for the 1813 lecture 
is critical of Hamlet's bias towards the imaginary whereas the report of the same 
lecture is characterised by "romantic sclf-indulhencc" and, as a consequence, 

S Eliot, Sclcc!cd Prose, p. 56. 
6 Eliot, Sclcclcd Prose, p. 49. 
7 B.1rb.1ra I I.nd y, '"I I hvc ,1 Sm:ick of H:imlct ': Cokrid);C .mJ Sh,1kcspc.1rc \ Char;ictns," Lss,,ys ll1 

Cn11rnm Vil! (l'J'i8), Vol. 3, 238-255, p. 245. 
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"Hamlet has been enrolled amongst the Lake Poets." 8 But the attempt to "defend" 
Coleridge by downplaying or even rejecting one part of his criticism for the sake 
of another must necessarily disregard the similarities of the notes and the lectures 
and blur the connections between the two ,,sides" of his criticism. 

My assumption is th,tt the critical framework in which the two approaches (a 
formalist and a subjectivist one) presuppose each other is to be looked for in 
romantic hermeneutics, a movement developing in Germany around the time of 
Coleridge's lectures. The theorist of "general hermeneutics" Schleiermacher 
thought that interpretation requires the simuluneous using of two radically 
different approaches: ~l g:-amnutical and a psychological (technical) one. As he put 
it: "We must not only explain the words and the subject matter but the spirit of 
the author as well."~ The latter task is the less self-evident one; it could be 
completed, according to Schleiermacher, by reading the contingent signs with 
inugin.1tion and thus by intuitively understanding the spiritual truth conveyed by 
them. As Tim Fulford detects, Coleridge's theory of symbolism expounded in his 
religious writings is a version of the same approach. 10 The Shakespeare lectures 
,tbo seem to share the ,tssumption that meaning should be detected in the 
subjectivity of the author, which can be reached through what Schleiermacher 
calls the "divinatory method": an imaginative transformation into the Other's 

b. · · ll 
SU JeCtIVIty. 

By claiming that Coleridge ,vas famili.u- with some of the problems of this 
new school of interprcLllion, I rely on the findings of E. S. Shaffer who .1lrcady in 
1975 traced Colcrid);c's connections with it. 12 Of course, he could have first-hand 
knowledge only of Bibliul hermeneutics (in Gottingen he met its main 

8 D.1vi<l Ellis and Howard Mills, "Coleridge's I-1.unlet: The Notes versus the Lectures," Essays !II 
Criticism 29 (1979) No. 3, 244-253, p. 258. 
9 Friedrich D. E. Schlcicrm,1Chcr, /-!cnncncut,cs: '/lJc /J,mdwrilll'li M,111uscnpt.<, transl. J.uncs Duke 
,uul John Forstm.m (Missoula, Mont.: Schol.1rs Press, 1977), p. 212. 
10 Tim Fulford, .. Apocalyptic or Rc.1ction.1ry' Colcrid~c as l krn1e11eutist," Ihc Alodem Lmgu.1,~c 
Rc·v1ew 87 (l ')92) 2(,-28. 
11 "[P].1rticubrly in his Slukcspeare critic1,m, Coleridge p.irt.1kcs of Schlcicrmachcr's subjective 
uric11L111011 to mtcrprctation - the 'Ronuntic' notion that one should 'reconstruct' the subjcctivny 
of the author" (D.1vid P. Haney, The Challenge of Coleridge: Eth:cs and lntcrprctatio11 zn Rom,mtzusm 
and .Hodcm /'hzlosophy [University Park, Pennsylvania: The Pennsylvania Stale UP, 2001), p. 87). 
12 Elinor S. Sh.1ffcr, "K11hla Khim" and The 1-;,l/ of )em.1,dcm: 7hr klythologic.d School in 8ihliwl 
Cri11w111 .i1ul Scrnl,ir L11cr,l/11rc, 1770-ISOO (New York: C.1mbridhc UP, 197:i). Sec also Shaffer, 
"The Hcrn1cncut1c Community: Coleridge .rnd Schlc1cm1.ichcr," 77Jr Colcndgc Cu111u·ct101J, ed. 
Rich.1r<l Grcvil .rnd Molly Lefebure (Basingstoke. London: ~1acmillan, 1992). 
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proponent Eichhorn and later he read his works together with some of 
Schleiermacher's Biblical writings). 11 But this field of study quickly radiated 
towards literary criticism, also because it entailed - as in Coleridge's case - reading 
the Bible itself as literature . In Confessions of an inquiring Spirit Coleridge clearly 
uses literary criteria in his interpretations of the Bible and sets up several parallels 
of biblical texts and Shakespeare (Sara Coleridge in her preface to the 
posthumously published Confessions still had to defend this unorthodox 
practice). 14 An altered reading of the Bible thercf ore must have had an effect on 
Coleridge's rc,1ding of Shakespe:-irc ;ls well. Tilottama Rajan analyses the 
conversational poems as "Coleridge's Conversation with Hermeneutics," 
implying that this system of thought had a thorough influence on his poetry. 1

' In 
spite of this, there has been no detailed study of Coleridge's "practical criticism" 
with respect to romantic hermeneutics. I think that his Hamlet interpretation can 
be a good starting point - due to its self-claimed central position in his 
Shakespeare criticism but also due to the critical dcb:ne that issued forth from 
Eliot's radical questioning of Coleridge's critical trustworthiness . 

The presence of romantic hermeneutic stratq;ies in the Hamlet interpretation 
docs not mean that it should be regarded a simple illustrati on of them. Coleridge's 
habit was to co mbine different systems of thought in order to construct his own 
ideal method. His indiYidual readings arc thus to be regarded as experiments with, 
not clear-cut manifestations of, certain critical principles. Thus his 1812-13 
interpretations of Hamlet start out from a version of the principles of romantic 
hermeneutic s, but the implications of these, as played out in the context of the 
play itself, seem to modify or even call into question the original assumptions. 
This c.111 be regarded a case of what Til ottama Rajan - following Kicrkcgaard -
calls "dialectic::11 reduplication" of a theory: "a repetition that simultaneously 
enacts it ,md throws it into relief, tran slates the theoretical into the real and the 
proper into the fiburative." 16 In other words, the Hamlet lecture s "replay theory 
as fiction"; they prc sem a framework oi interpretation and 111·;1kc it relative at the 
same time, revealing its potential paradoxes. 

13 On Co lcridi; c's Biblic.d hcrmrncutics sec Fulford. p. 18-'> I. 
14 CL E. S. Shaffer, "Idc o lo!,;io in Rcadinp of the Luc Colcrid!,;c: Co,1/c.<.<ww of,m Inquir ing .Si>irit,00 

R 0111,u11ici im mi the Net 17 (l 'cbruary 2000) [btt p:/ / uscrs.ox .. KukF ,c1tC385/ 17 confessions.html] 
(ISSN 1467-1255 ) . 
15 Tilutuma Rajan, The Supplement of Reading: Figures of U11dcrsta1uli11g w Romantic 'Jheoric.< ,md 
f'r«cllcc (lth.ic.1: Co rnell UP, 19'J'.:). 
I (, Ra1,rn, p. 68. 
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CLEARING THE GR OUN D 

The very first imerpreutiv e move of both the 1812 and the 1813 lectures was a 
gesture at the prevailing notions concerning Hamlet . Coleridge, as elsewhere, 
showed that he considered himself "not ;1s ;l man wh o Glrries moveables into an 
empty house," but one who "entering a generally well-furnished dwelling exhibits a 
light which enables the ow ner to sec what is still wanting" (SC II, 81). What he 
found waming WJ.S, of co urse, an appropri11te interpret.1ti ve attitude, and what he 
found in the w;1y was ;\ heap of prejudices :1bout lbml et .md Shakespeare. Collier 
reported on his 1812 lecture: "The Lecturer then p.1sseJ to Hamlet, in order, as he 
said, to obviate some of the general prejudices .1g;1inst Shakespeare in reference to 
the character of the hero. Much b;1d been ubjn:tc ,l to, which ought to have been 
praised, and many beauti es [u [ the 11:hh,~,L kind] ha d been neglected, because they 
were [somewhat] hidd en·• (LL I, 3S5-o). · The ex.let iuture cf the prejudices against 
Hamlet that Colcridsc i, :·c:"c:-ring to .1ecording to Collier i, difficult to tell. Foakes 
in the footnote o! th-: c:-itic.1i edition mentions that "there was much hostile 
co mmcm on i~i:~1 in eight eenth-century criticism" and names Francis Gentleman, 
Gc oq;e Stee'. cns, and Akenside as promoters of such view s. He also says that 
C o leriJgc .. nuy be thinking primarily of Dr J ohnson" whose severe notes o n 
Hamlet triggered some of his most pa ssionate counter-arguments (Ll I, 385). 

It is true that in the lectures Coleridge answered m ost of Johnson's charges of 
I-Li.mlct's immorality . H oweve r, it \\·.1s prohbly not Just such m oral 
considerations that Coleridge rdcrrcd to ;ls "prejudi ces." I-L seems .to luve m eant 
tl iL' beneral way of loo kins .1:. H,1m!ct which chaL1C\.crisc,l J ohnson 's rc1dini; and 
m o ,t eighteenth cemury intc:-prc tations. Thi s be comes ,_,(,-.-i,,us if we con sider the 
rL·pon of the openin g se;nenc es o f his 1S13 lectu~e. 1:1 which the need for a 
comple, c change of persp ec ti \·e is expressed. "The seeming inconsistencie s in the 
cu ndu-.:: .rnd clu r;1ctcr of I-l.1mlc t luve long exercised the co nje cLUral ini;cnuity of 
critics; anLI .,s we arc .1lway s loth to suppos e that the cause of defective 
apprehension is in oursdves, t!1c mystery has been too co mmonly explained by 
the very c1,:, process of suppo sin; that it is, in i.1L't, inexplic1blc; and by resolving 

17 R.cfcrcuccs .,re tu this editi on : S. T. Cokrdge, Lcct11rc; i8 CS-JS f <J 011 / _1;,-,-,;un·c , ed. R. J\. 1-'oakes. 
'IY,c Collcctcd Wun:.·., of !)~1m11i:I ·t:,ylor Colcn,::.;c. gm. ed. K.nhkl'll Co burn {l' nau .:to11: l'riu ccton UP, 
1987). 
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the difficulty into the c1pricious and irrq;ubr genius of Shakespeare" (CCS 75).1H 

Coleridge here speaks about more than ;1 single prejudice, rather a system of 
misconceptions that evolves from the wrong assumptions about Shakespeare. The 
eighteenth-century commonplace of Shakespeare's irregular and unconscious 
genius, the notion of the inexplicability of his writings, :rnd the readers' inability 
of finding "method" in Hamlet's seemingly inconsistent behaviour (and therefore 
the claim that he is a great character but unexplainable, or that he is an ill-written 
character) all arise from an erroneous attitude towards Sh.i.kespeare. 

As the passage mak es clear, Coleridge's solution is "to suppose that the cause 
of defective apprehensi on is in ourselves." This me;ms that we have, self-critically, 
to change our perspective in orde r to sec the hidden coherence of the whole. The 
.1rgumentation is recogni sab ly :1pologctic: Coleridge seems to claim that if we 
cannot understand Sh;1kc~pc.1re, the fault is in ourselves. Of course, to suppose 
that, he needs the compkn1<.:nt:1ry assumption that Sh.akespeare 'is infallible . In 
o rder to ~1ssume that ;:in ideal whole can be reconstructed from the seemingly 
inc onsistent parts of the play, he has to take for granted that it represents a perfect 
design in which every detail is equally justifi:1ble. Th erefo re, "the sm:11lest 
fragment of his mind not unfrequently gives a clue to a most perfect, regular and 
consis tent whole" (SC 11, 109). In other words, Coleridge rejects the myth of 
Shakespeare's incomprehensibility by proposing another "mystery," that of 
Shakespeore's perfect design . As Peter D5.vidh5.zi st:ites: "T o m:1int:1in that it is not 
hopeless for us to undersund Sh.1kespc1rc [ ... ] Coleridge exhorts us to have 
confidence in the consuncy of the superb orJcr created by an intellect that knew 
even the 'most minute .md intima::e workings' of the human mind." 1

" 

As Davidh;izi points it out, Coleridge's :irgumentation strangely resembles 
one oi Christian apologetics - the "aq;ument from design" - that Coleridge 
himself found d.ned .2~ However, the traditional argumentation is subtly reverted 
hy him. The theologian William Pale y "sought to prove the existence of a 
benevolent God by pointing to omnipresent 'evidences' of .i transcendent design 
in nature," and therefore he was guilty of circubr reasoning, as Coleridge himself 

18 Kcfcrcuces an: to K .. \. h,.1kcs, ed ., Coleru(;c'., Cn!Lnsm o/Sh.11~,-.<p,·,u,· (Detroit: \v'aync State UP, 
1')89). 
19 Peter D,1vidha;,,,i, I/;c No11;,,111ic Ode of S!1ul.:cspcarc: L:ra.n-y Rcccp11011 Ill l1111hropological 
i'a,pcwve (Houndmills, B.1>:llptok<:, Lo1tdo11: \l.1cmill.rn, 1998), GO. 
20 ··cnlcridi;c (perhaps unw itlingly) fuses the ~pologctic stcnc;;ic, we 1111sin ull literary theodi cy 
wit h the very tcdrniquc of Christian apologetics he was oth crwi s<: more .md more rduct.mt. to 
accept: the ,lr); '1111Cllt front dcsi,;11 .. (Dav idhhi, p. 6 1). 
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shrcwJ ly noticeJ. 21 Lobically, Coleridge must Juve ;1ssumcd the divine power or 
Shakcspc1rc's mind be/ore setting out to pmve the perfect design of the plays. The 
question is, of course, h ow could he ground suc h a presupposition, if not in 
evidence offered by the texts? Coleridgc's implied .uiswer seem:, to be that even if 
it onnot be grounded in logic, it cm be npcuc11cc ·d thrnugh the intuition of that 
transcendental Mind of which both Slukcspc1re\ .rnd the 1·t\1der's mind p.1rt •. 1ke. 
According to his famous c1cfinition, "Sh,1kcspc.m: sh.ipc·cl 111~ ch .1L1cters out of the 
nature within; but we cannot s.1fcly s,1y, out c)! his o;;,·n 11,\lu rc, ,1s an /11d1V1cl11ill 
person. No! this latter is itself but ,\ ,u:::r., 11.ii:,r.u :1, .rn cf t'cct, ,\ prolluct, not .1 
power[ ... ] Shakespear e in composing h,h.l no! buL the! rcprescnutive" (TT, 15th 
March 1834). 

While ratioruli st critics cmplo::ccl tl,L·i:· c:·1tic·;1l l( )l )i:-, in ,,rdcr to judge the 
quality of a text, Cok:·1J,:,c· .. ,s ·xc h,1·,c :,cTll, lud to ,1s,umcd ih cxquisitcOl' SS in 
advance, in orde:· :c: l' c ,iblc to stJ:1. his imcrprctalion. lmcrprctation to hirn 
meant somethir.s '-:.u::c ,i:itc;-cm from ,vhat it mcJnt to Johnso n: not a fixi ng or 
meanings (fir:d:ng long -iorgottc n usages, clearing corrupted forms, etc.) but an 
approxi:n,uion .:,f .m iniinitc one. The par.1do x is, of co ur se, that such a meaning 
can ncn::- Sc fully verified. Schleiermacher, whos(' henncncutic theory included 
sirniL, cunsiderations ;1bout the transce ndenc e or rnc:rning, rcCTcctcd on thi-" 
probic:m when he Jsscncd that ''the ;1rt of intcrprcut ion is not cqtully interested 
in n-cry act of speaking" - in othc:· weds, ti: ~- c:·itic ha, tu decide on the 
sign ificance of ;1 text before in-Jcpth imc:-p: ·ctation c.m ,t.1rt. Using his 
terminology, Coleridge ':; !-Lmz!c:: must be phccd ,11110n; :,·xt, ui ";1hsolutc'' 
:,ign ificrncc "that .1cn1c\·c .1 m,1ximu111 of both li116u:stic crc;1t1vity and 
individuality: works of hcnius."2: 

P!U N C!/'/JS IN 11 IILRML:\ 'IT.'. i C F.DllJI N G OF l ·L\'.\ il.i:T 

C o leridge\ critic;1] method oi Jciining his principle-,.: .:1:,1uu (usually in the fir st 
few lectu:-cs of ,i course) .md thcr. :'inding them ii, :1~di,·idu:1i Lc:,ts or passages i~ 
modcllcJ after K.mt's critical method: it aims at the c·Y,cntd, the smc fjlli/ /l()/l \)r ;1 
subject and eliminates what is supposed to be .1ccidenL il lO iL. J\s Colcridi-',c 
expbined in ;1 lcuer in 1S11, the di.,tinguishin;; k.,,urL' of K,111ti;m ~,hilosoph y is 

21 D.\v1dh.\;.,.1, p. & i. 
22 Kun Mucllc~- \' ullmcr, ed., The /-lcm101rnllcs Rc"dcr: Fcx!.< of :he Gn ·1,1.,,, Fr,it!lliu11 Ji-0111 1h,· 
E11lighicn111c1l/ 10 i/ ,c ?resent (Oxford: Basil Rl.1ckwdl, l'J8,, j . p. 77. 
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"to treat every subject in reference to the operation of the mental faculties to 
which it specially appertains, and to commence by the cautious discrimination of 
what is essential, i. c. explicable by mere consideration of the faculties in 
th~msclves, from what is empirical, i. e. the modifying or disturbing forces of 
time, place, and circumsLrn(cs" (SC II, 184). Coleridge followed this method 
whenever he distinguished between w!1Jt is essential to Shakespeare's genius and 
what is common to his .1gc (one of his regular critical moves) and he followed it 
with surprising consistency in his interpretation of Hamlet . Each of his lectures, 
then, is meant as a laying bJ.re of the essence of the.: play. 

The central meaning in this case is undoubtedly subjenive. Coleridge's notes 
for the 1813 lenurc start with the question how Shakespeare "conceived" his main 
character. His exposition of Hamlet in the lectures themselves is closely related to 
this topic: in 1812, his first question was "What did Shakespeare mean when he 
drew the character of Hamlet?" (LL I, 386); in Collier's shorthand version "what 
me.mt Sh by the char.1ctcr of Hamlet." 21 In 1813, the first thing he showed the 
.1udience w.1s that "the intric.1eics of H;1mlct's character may be traced to 
Sh.1kcspe,1re's deep and ,iccur.llc science in mental philo sophy" (LL I, 538). All 
these openings, Jiffc rrnt as they arc, reYoivc :iround the question of origin and 
origination, the scene of which is invariably the mind of Shakespeare. The seeking 
of a subjective A.nfangspunkt, a point of origination that could explain the totality 
of the work is a classic move of romantic hermcneutics. 2

' As we have seen, for 
Schleicrmacher too, technical (psychological) interpretation involves a 
reconstruction of "the original psychic process of producing and combining 
inugcs and ideas." 2s Coleridge indeed pursues a psychological method when he 
regards e;1ch individual play or poem a "fragment in the history of the mind of 
Sh,1kcspcare" (SC II, 64) . In this framework it is quite natural that his 
interpretation of Hamlet should begin with a discussion o f Shakespeare's mind 
and how it conceived the drama, instead of considering its historical background 
or literary context. 

23 Cf. R. A. Foakes, "Wh,ll Diel C oleridge Say)" R ,·,"irng Colmdgc, ed. Walter B. Cr.1wford (Ithaca 
and London: Cornell UP, 1979) , p. 202. 
24 According to Raj,m, divin ato ry undcrst.mdmb 1s possible "by fi11dint; .1 point of inception 
(1111/ -.,ngsp:mk1). which is ,ilso th e work's ccnter m th.n it unlocks it s archc .md 1dos, and tlms allows 
th e rc.1dcr to grasp it as a totality '" (Rajan, p . 91). 
25 Quoted in Gerald L. Brnns, i-!cm1cneutin A11c;e11! ,wd Modem (!\ <'"" 11.tvcn and London: Yale 
UP , !9'J.2) . p 150. 
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However, the hermeneutic task of "reconstructing another life" was in this 
case even more difficult than otherwise. Following the opinion of Schiller 
expressed in Uher naive wul scrz1imcn1alzschc Dichcung (1795), critics traditionally 
regarded Shakespeare a definitely 'objective' author, one whose subjectivity is 
totally absent from his works. Coleridge panly accepted this view and used a 
number of differ ent str .itegies to counter its hermeneutic co nsequences . For one 
thing, he reconstructed the history of Shake speare's mind starting from his poems 
in which a speaker (\\·ho is, ho"'·ever, in no obvious connection with the 
biogr.1phical ;1uthor) is present . He , then, could regard the devel opment of 
Shake speare's senius .is a gradual movement away f rorn his ow n lyricism towa rds 
pure drama. But this did not solve the problem of the 'mature' plays like Hamlet. 
If Shakespeare is absent from them, how could his consciousness be recon structed 
from the text? Colcrid 6c's ,mswer w:1s p.1r.1doxical: Sluke spe;1rc was both present 
and absent at the s.1mc time. He repeated this in se\·eral versions; he claimed, for 
inst.mcc, that th e pb ys arc "a divine Dream / .111 Shakespeare, and nothing 
Sh.ikcsp carc. •,:,, As Abrams observes, Schlegel also arrived at this co nclusion, 
which is ;igain a literary version of a theological concept: "It is possible, Schlegel 
thought, that the literary qualiti es of 'objectivity' and 'interestedness' are not 
incompatible, so that a modern writer ma y at the same time be in, and aloo f from, 
his own dramas. Thi s is a seeming contradiction, but one which had sanction in 
an ancient and persistent con cept about the reLition of God to the univer se."27 

If the trans cendent .1uthor is immanent in his creation s, then Shake speare's 
spirit is present and can be felt intuitively in all his writin gs. Moreover, Co leridge 
th ough t that a kind 01- secondary source of subjectivity is represented by the 
ficti ona l characters of the plays. In a Table Talk remark he distinguished between 
different kinds of subjectivity in literature: "There is no subjectivity wlutsoever 
in the Homeric poet ry. There is subjectivity of the poet, as of Milton, who is 
him self in everythin g he writes; and there is .1 subjectivity o f the persona or 
dranutic charact er, as in all Shakespeare's grc.n creations, Hamlet, Lear, etc." (TT, 
9 3-4 ) . A consequence of this distinction is that even if it wou ld be difficult to use 
the psychological method with regard to Shakespe;ire him self , it could be still 
,1pplied with regard to one of his characters. In the case of Hmnlec, Coleridge 

2(, Ii•e :\'otcbooks ufS.111111cl '/;,ylor Coleridge. ed. Kathleen Cob urn, 3 vob. (New York, l9S7-73) , 11. 
p. 2086. 
27 M. I-!. Abrcuns, The ,tf;:.-,-or ,md the L imp: Roma n lie Theory and Cnuw l Traditio n (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1953), p. 239. 
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turns quite naturally to the main character to investigate his psyche, moreover, he 
makes it clear tlut in this way he im,:nds t<l i.;ain insight into tlut of Shakespeare. 
The continuity between the two minds is the first thing he establishes in his notes 
for the 1813 Hamlet lecture: "Shakespeare's mode of conceiving characters out of 
his own intcl1ectual and moral faculties, by conceiving any one intellectual or 
moral faculty in morbid excess, and then placing himself, thus mutilated and 
dise;1sed, under given circumstances: of this we shall have repeated occasion to 
restate and enforce" (LL I, 539). 

The "circumstances" that objectify the inner Shakespearean essence of 
Hamlet's character, as it cm be inferred from Coleridge's interpretation, 
constitute the dramatic situation itself. Even though they determine the course of 
the tragedy, they arc basically inessential to the deepest meaning of Hamlet. 
Coleridge, of course, knew that the story (that he usually did not distinguish from 
the plot) had an existence prior to the drama in mythology ;rnd literature, so it 
w;1s only rccci·vcd by Shakespeare. For him, its most important characteristic w;1s 
its very invisibility: the bet dut people were familiar with it and so accepted it 
easily. As the 1812 report s;1ys, "Coleridge's belief was tlut the poet regarded his 
story, before he began to write, much in the s.1me light that a painter looked at 
the c.mvas before he beg;.111 to paint" (LL I, 386). This me.ms that the story is used 
only .1s the medium through which meaning - the "portray" of Hamlet - can 
m.llcri.1lise. 2' However, Coleridge's stance towards the story is not .1s clear-cut ;ls 

llut. He ,1sserted in the same lecture that "Shakespeare never followed a novel hut 
where he saw the story contributed to tell or explain some great and general truth 
inherent in human nature" (LL I 390). This would suggest that Slukespearc in fact 
altered the c111v;1s in order to make it fit the portrait. In other words, the story 
dues contribute to the meaning of the whole ;1ftcr all. Coleridge's paradoxical 
treatment resembles ronuntic ideas .1bout language: on the one hand, it is 
regarded as a received property determining what can be expressed, but on the 
other, it cm be modified imaginatively in order to convey a subjective meaning. 2

~ 

28 Cf. .1lso: "The plot interc,ts us on .1ccoulll of the characters. nut vice vns.1; it 1s the c111v.1s only" 
(IZ. J\. Foakcs, ed., Culaui,,c 011 Shakcspe,.rc: Th,· hxt of 1hc Lcc/li?'l'., u/ !Sl 1-12 [Cliarlottcsvillc: UP 
ul Virginia, for the Folger Sl1.1kcspearc Library, 1971], p. 115). 
29 CL Schlcicrmachcr 011 tcch111c.1l intcrprct.nion: "To rccog1azc an amhor 11l this way is Ill 

n:cogn:zc him ,,s he has workeJ with h11gu.1ge. To some extent he lllitiatcs something new Ill the 
l.111gu.1ge b,- combining subjects .mJ predicates 111 new ways. Yet to some extent he merely repeats 
,md transmits the l.111guagc he h,1s received. Likewise, when l know his language, I recognize how the 
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The tcmlcm:y to re! y sdf-consciously on lingui stic mo<lds in criticism is even 
more: recognisable in the way Coleridge approaches the main character. He treats 
Hamlet not only as a manifestati on of Shakespeare's mind, but also one that is 
created for a purp ose . He regards him the "character" o r signifier by which 
Shake spear e communicates hi s subjectivit y - as we have see n , his question is 
"What meant Sh by the character of Hamlet" (my emphasis). This reveals that he 
interprets the drama in the framework of intcr subjec tive communication in which 
the task of the receiver (heirer) is to grasp the intention of the sender (speaker) 
through the interpr etatio n oi signs. In other words, he eng;1ges in a psychological 
interpretation which '· .,ttcm pts to identify what ha s moved the author to 
communicate."' : For Cok rid)?_c, as for Sch kier macher, thi s is possible because 
sign s and cspcci.1lly spoh· n worjs - en:;~ though they ha\·e an out,vard existence 
- cm parukc ,,! :he ,~:hic·-:ti\·ity of the sender. According to Schlciermacher, 
spc1king i, ··.::1::.-die ,_;utcr side o f thinking," this is why understanding a speech 
inv oln:, nGt ,,nl:, to "u nderstand what is said in the context of language" but also 
"to unc:L·:·,t .i.nd it as a fact in the thinkin g o f the speaker.") 1 Coleridge gave 
cxprl' ssio n to this crucial presupposition several times. 32 Intere stingly en o ugh, he 
cxp;.t inc d it in m ost detail in his 1813 note s on Hamiel where he writes about 
1--Lunlct's ,ittraction towar ds w or <ls: "the half-embodyinbs of th o ught, that make 
them more dun thought, give them :rncl o ucness [i.e. a sense of being external to 
the mind] , a reality sui ~:cncns . . rnd :,et :·c,.iin their co.-respondcncc ,md shadO\vy 
appr oac h to the inugc:; and m c\·cmem s \\·ithin " (CCS 73-74) . 

Hamlet, the u:m:-.1: ,i 6!1iticr of the pby, is sim ibrly characterised by bot h an 
" o utne ss" (in ~t i 1·.,:· .b '.1c is "m.n erialiscd" in the story) and a correspondence t o 
the wo:-k.inp ,;l ~he mind oi Shakespe.1re . He cm be ca lled, in Coleridge's 
termin ,:lc,:.y , .1 H' rsion of tho se sy mbols that arc the product s o f imagi1uti o n and 
arc, .1s cxpre~scd :fi T:x Su tcsman 's Manual , "consubstantial with the truths of 
which they arc the cc: 1ductors ." 11 Hamlet, like the symbol , is characteri sed hy a 
synccdochic rcLni onsLip: he is consubstantial w ith Shake spe, 1re's mind , hut can 

.nnlw :· is ,1 product of the Lm;c:.1;;c ,md sunds in it ; potency. These tw o views. then, ,ire only two 
way s uf l, ,ukrng at th e same tl:1:16" (\lu cllcr -Vollmcr, P- 'i4). 
30 Mu clk :--\' uli mcr, p. 94. 
31 Muclkr-\· ollmer, p. 74. 
32 ln his fihi 1 \c ,-tur c 011 Sh ,1kt·,yf, 1:-c ,111d Miho11, for 11:11,uicc, he assert ed th,1t "wo rd s are th e living 
products of d1c l:ving miud .111d c·u,dd not be ,111 .lcdt,.:t c 111cdiu111 bet wccn the tl1111g ,rnd the 111ind 
11nlcss they p.lrlo0k of both., (SC :I. 7 4). 
"\\ S. T. Colcr idg,·. !.,1y Sermons. :-•.i IZ . .f. W hite (P;,:;,c-,:>1!: Princcton Ul'. :'i72), p . .iO. 
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represent only a fragment of it. Moreover, his essence - like that of the symbol -
can be grasped imaginatively by the receiver. This is because both the symbol and 
the "character" arc supposed to correspond to the deepest structure of the mind 
common to all humanity - and thus to convey truth. As H. C. Robinson's diary 
proves, Coleridge established this claim about Hamlet already in his 1808 lecture: 
"The essence of poetry universality. The character of Hamlet, &c., affects all men" 
(SC II, 8). In his 1813 lecture, he made a similar claim: "That this character must 
have some common connection with the laws of our nature was assumed by the 
lecturer from the fact that Hamlet was the darling of every country where 
literature was fostered" (CCS 75). Since H;1mlet reveals something universally true 
about human nature, everyone can recognise himself in his ideal figure. This 
accords very well with what Coleridge thought of Shakespearean characters in 
general: "In the plays of Shakespeare every man sees himself, without knowing 
that he docs so: as in some of the phenomena of nature, in the mist of the 
mountain, the traveller beholds his own figure, but the glory round the head 
distinguishes it from a mere vulgar copy" (SC II, 125). In his interpretation of 
Hamlet Coleridge makes us aware of that mainly unconscious phenomenon: he 
proposes that the adequate perspective oi understanding the main character is that 
of introspection. As the 1813 report says, "He thought it essential to the 
understanding of Hamlet's character that we should reflect on the constitution of 
our own minds" (CCS 75). 

\Vith the proposition that in order ro understand Hamlet we have to look 
into ourselves, the circle of Coleridge's hermeneutic principles is completed. It 
started out from the assumption that understanding Hamlet involves 
understanding the mind that produced it, which is now revealed as self-
understandi11g. Viral to this critical system is the establishment of a 
correspondence between the mind of the 'speaker' (Shakespeare), the symbol 
through which it communicates truth (Hamlet), and the mind of the receiver 
(Coleridge as reader). It is also vital that something transcendental (rruth) is 
conveyed through this process, and not the individual meanings of the author -
otherwise it could not be something common am! communicable to all readers. 
Coleri<l 6e's 1812-13 b.:tures on Hamlet ctn be reg;1rdcd .is the scene of reading 
where the consequences of these presupposition ;1rc played out; the main 
char;1eter o f this drama bcin 6 undoubtedly the Coleridgcan Hamlet. 
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THE MEANING OFf-hlMLET 1: T!IE SUPERIOR MIND 

The critical principles of Coleridge's lectures offer a kind of preliminary 
interpretation of the play: the meaning of the whole is determined by the central 
signifier, Hamlet, the vehicle by ,vhich Shakespeare's meaning can find its way to 
the reader. Coleridge therefore stans his actu;1l interpreution with a general 
characterisation of Hamlet, quite in .Kco:-d.rncc with Schleiermaeher's view that 
interpretation must sun with a sener.ll owrview of the whole and then move to a 
detailed reading. 14 Howe\·cr, the O\-c:·.1ll me,ming of the central signifier proves to 
be utterly problenutiL·, whi..:h c1ndc:-minL·s the logic ;tnd symmetry of the original 
hermeneutic propositions. S..:hiq;cl in .rn enigm.nic statement claimed that Hamlet 
as a whole "resemble, ,hose irration.1l cqu.nions in which a fraction of unknown 
magnitude .1iw.1:,·, ,·en~.111,s, th.1t wili in no w.1y ,1dmit of ,olution." 1° Coleridge's 
lectures \\·ouiJ be .1 rcrfcct cxampie to cl.lrify ·what Schlegel could have meant. In 
his reading the indctc:-minable figure, the mysterious X is Hamlet himself, whose 
contr.1di.:tions make the two halves of the equation always contradict each other. 

For Coleridge the identity of Hamlet is determined by the way he came into 
hcing. As we have seen, he believed that Shakespeare conceived him "out of his 
own intellectual and moral faculties" - in other words, throu 6h meditation on his 
own mind. This is in sharp contradiction with the eighteenth century image of 
Shakespeare as the greatest observer of hum.rn nature. For Coleridge's 
Shakespeare, the outside world with all its people· ,mJ phenomena is in itself 
unimportant: "Medit,nion looks at even· ch,1r;1ctcr with interest, only as it 
contains something generally true, and such ,is might be expressed in a 
philosophic.ii problem" (SC II, 85). Since 0i1e of the gre;Hest philosophical 
problems (especially .1fter Kant) concerns d:c thinking faculLy itself, it is no 
wonder ;,h,n Slukcspeare's meditafr,e n:ir:d tus, according to Coleridge, a 
t;,'ndcncy to cn:.1,e images of itself. The clccpcst of these self-representations is 
thou 6ht tn he H.unlct himself, but (since Shakespeare's oeuvre developed 
organically) he is prefigured by othc:- cluranc-rs like J.1cques, Ricl1;1rcl II and 
Mercurio. In his .m.1ivsis of the hue:- iigurc, ColL-ridge rccapitubtes his cbim dut 
mere observation 1..il c:-.:tenuls is "cmircly different from the observ;1tion of a 
mind, which, having formed a theory and a system upon its mvn n.1turc, remarks 
all things that arc examples of its truth, confinrnng it in tlut l nnh, and above all, 

34 Mueller-Vollmer, p. 86. 
3.'i B,ttc, p .. ,C7. 
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enabling it to convey the truths of philosophy" (SC JI, 98). He regards Mercurio 
not only the product of "observation, the child of meditation" but one 
duracterised by the same intellectual faculty that Shakespeare used when he drew 
him: "Hence it is that Shakespeare's favourite characters arc full of such lively 
intellect. Mercutio is a man possessing all the elements of a poet: the whole world 
was, as it were, subject to his law of association. Whenever he wishes to impress 
anything, all things become his servants for the purpose: all things tell the same 
talc, and sound in unison" (SC 11, 98). 

The Coleridgcan Hamlet, like his Mcrcutio, is a mirror-image of 
Shakespeare's self-reflexive intellect. His sunce to the external world is identical 
with that of his crc;1tor: the attitude of meditation. The 1812 report says, "He 
[Shakespeare] meant to portray a person in whose view the external world ,md all 
its incidents and objects were comparatively dim, and of no interest in themselves, 
.md which bq;an to interest only when they were reflected in the mirror of his 
mind" (LL I, 386). This Hamlet is very similar to that Shakespearean mind which 
forms "a theory and a system upon its own nature" and "looks at every character 
with interest, only ,1s it contains something generally true, and such as might be 
expressed in a philosophical problem." Hamlet disregards everything that does 
not fit his "abstractions" and, like the Kantian philosopher, aims to grasp only the 
csscnti;1I. As Coleridge says, his mind "keeps itself in ~1 stale of abstraction, and 
beholds external objects as hieroglyphics" (CCS 76). This implies that Hamlet's 
mind is continuously interpreting the outside world (most probably other people 
,1s well) in order to discover in them a system of signification. In this respect he is 
the image not only of the author but also of the critic who approaches the world 
of the play with the s.ime curiosity for hidden connections and - in the case of 
Coleridge's philosophiCJl criticism - with the same method of looking for the 
essentials behind accidcnuls. 

As we have seen, Coleridge attempted to treat his object according to the 
usk of critical philosophy, ''in reference to the operation of the mental faculties 
to which it specially ;1ppcnains." Which menu.I faculties can be relevant to bis 
description of Hamlet? In so far as he is preoccupied with abstractions and what is 
csscmi.il to his own imcllcct - his mind is "for ever occupied with the world 
within him, and abstracted irom external things" (CCS 76) - he can be related to 
the hcult y of reason. Coleridge, following Kant, distinguished this from 
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understanding, a "mc:·dy reflective faculty [which] partook of de.nlL" 11
' Clearly, 

Hamlet's constant geneL1lisations and his prcf cn..:nce for "mental forms" that arc 
"indefinite and ideal" to realities that "must needs become cold" show that he is 
primarily interested in the workings of reason (CCS 72). However, there is 
another men Li! faculty playing a role even more central to his character: 
imagination. It is crucial to his meditations for it allows him to represent objects 
when they arc not anibblc to the senses. Coleridge has cmplusised the role of 
imagination in Hamlet's clur.icter from the bq;inning of his 1812 lecture: 
"Hamlet bchcid cxter::1.11 objects in the same way that a man of vivid imagination 
who shuts his eyes sees what has previously nude an impression upon his organs" 
(CCS 67). According to this, his vivid imagination makes Hamlet akin to poets 
like Wordsworth who can picture the dancing daffodils or the Tintern landscape 
in their .1bscncc, .rnd picture them not only as outward appcarJ.nces but ,1s ideal 
forms "Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart, / And passing even llllO my 

· d nil purer 111111 . 

Hamlet's imagination, similarly to dut of the poet, transforms external 
objects into something ideal and thus pro, ides him with '\1 wor!J within himself" 
(CCS 68; 70). This internal world - in 1~uny respects the key to Coleridge's 
interpretation - is far from bcins .1 cop:,· of the \\·oriel nutsiclc: ;1s Coleridge wrote 
in his notes for the 1813 lecture, "his thoughts, images .1ncl !.111L·y [arc] far more 
vivid than his perceptions, instantly passing through the medium of his 
contemplation, and acqui:-ing as they p.1ss a form and colour not naturally their 
own" (CCS 73). This description accords with Kant's definition of the inugin,nion 
as a faculty that creates an inner world by organising sense perceptions according 
to the ideal bws of reason. By reflecting to th;1t capacity, ,iccording to Kant, we 
gain a sense of our freedom from the cmpinc,11 world (nature) and the bw of 
;1ssociation, which is au.ached to sense perceptions, "for although it is .1ccording to 
that law t!ut we borrow material from nature, we have the power to work that 
material into something quite other - namely, that which surpasses n;1turc."" The 

V, S. T. Colcridbc, B:o:;,r.1pi,1,1 Liter,ai,1, ed. Jame, En~eil ,md \V. J. B.itc (i.011<lun .md Prmccton, 
1982). I, 144 
37 From "Lines written .i inv miles above Timern 1\bbey," R. L Brett .111cl A. K. Joun, eds., 
Wordsworth and Coleridge: Lvnc.zf Ballads, Second Edit10n (London, N c,,. Yurk: Routledge, 1991 ), p. 
114. 
38 The Cnuquc u/J11dgemc11!, p.1r.1graph 49 (quoted 111 G. F. Parker, Jo/i11,ot1 '., Sh.1kc.1pc,.m· [Oxford: 
Clarendon, 198'1], p. 125). The whole pass.1gc rcad.s: "'The 1111;1ginati,.J11 [ ... ] is very p<nverful in 
creating what m1gln be called ,1 second nature out ul tile m.ncri.11 given to ll hi' actual 11,lllltT. \Ve 

5') 



V E I\ 0 N I K 1\ R U T T K A Y 

Colcridgcan 1-Lunlct gams a sense of Ll1e freedom of his mind whenever his 
imagination allows him to distance h.imsclf from the external world and reflect on 
its own images. This means that his meditations, and especially the soliloquies, arc 
to be regarded as the most adequate manifestation of his mental disposition: they 
can prove the superiority of hi s mind over the "matter" of the play. 

In Schlcicrmachcr's term s, the monologues arc the "grammatical" (formal) 
correlatives of the psychological co ntent (the meaning) of Hamlet. Another 
"grammatical" proof o f his overpower ing imagination is his habit of punning, to 
which Coleridge 1nys con siJcr..ibic .lllcllli on. In his notes for the 1813 lecture , 
quoting Hamlet ·s first iim: (" :\ !ittie more tlun kin, ,111d less than kind" [I.ii.65]) 
he emphasises that "He bq; ins with that play of words " (CCS 73). His comments 
arc again opposed to Johns on 's opinion; he attempts to prove tlut the seemingly 
unnatural figure of punning is in fact a sign of the naturalness of Shakespear e's 
L111gu.1ge: "i\o-onc can have heard quarrels among the vulgar, but must have 
noti ced the close connection of punning with angry contempt - add, too, what is 
h ighly characteristic of superfluous activity of mind, a sort of playing with a 
thr ead or watch chain, or snuff-b ox " (CCS 73). Hamlet 's puns, then, signify both 
his anger with Claudius .111d his restless menu! ,Ktivit y .1nd therefore contribute 
Lo thl' "naturalness " of Shakespeare's tcxtu .11 world. H owever, Hamlet is also in a 
closer and more self-conscious rcLnionship with words: ,1ccor ding to his critic he 
is obsessed with "the prodiga lity of be.rntiiul ,vords, which are, as it were, the 
half-embodyings of thou ght " (CCS 73). He seem s to be concerned with the 
material side of words, their "thingifying" c.1p,1city ("his words give a substance to 
shadows"- CCS 76), which is what puns .1re b.1sed on. In this respect again he is 
similar to the poet whose usk is to treat words ,1s things and build a kind of 
second nature out of thcm .19 Puns and conceits .ire generally important for 
Co leridge exactly for thi s reason: they arc not only tigurcs of speech that arc 
"natural" when utter ed 111 a passionate st,ltc , but .1lso figure s in which the 
,irb itrarine ss of languag e (the co nventiorul connection between signifier and 

L'lltcn ai11 ourselves with It Wlll'~C o:pcr icncc proves tou comm o11placc , a11d we even use it to rc -
11wdd cxpc ric11cc, ,ilw,1ys follo ·,q11.; l.1ws of analo)!.y, no doubt, but ,il so 111 accordance with higher 
prin cip les pvcn by reason. [ ... J By that means we g,1111 ,1 sense of o ur freedom from the law o f 
.1ssou. ni on (which attaches to th e empir ical employment of th.1t power [11amch·, in1.1gmation]), for 
.1lt houi;l1 ll is according to th.n bw that we borrow m.ncn,il from nature, we have the powe r t o 
w o rk the1: m.ucn.11 into somctl1111i; quite o ther - namel y, th .1t which rn rp ,1>scs 11.nurc ." 
39 Cf. K.11hlcrn lvl. Wheeler, '" Kuhb Khan' aud the :\n. o f Thi111;ifv111h ... Duncan Wu , l'li., 
Ru/// ,//llic 1.u11: i i Cr111cal R,wla (Oxlord and Cambridbc: ELi.:kwcll 19'/'i), p . ! :13. 
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signified) is covered for ;1 moment by a secomhry motivation. As McKusick 
claims, "Coleridge regards puns and conundrums as exemplary of the coalescence 
of a word with the thing signified. Puns, of course, rely on both the phonetic and 
semantic properties of the words that constitute them. "40 Hamlet's punning, 
;iccording to this, is an attempt to crcnc .1 meaning[ ul system of words through 
secondary motivation - a secular \'Crsion of Berkeley's "Divine Visual Language" 
in which there is a necessary connection between invisible and visible entities. 41 

This activity can be seen as the inverse of Ha111lct's habit of seeing 
"hieroglyphics" in the external world: on the one hand, his imagination turns 
objects into signs and meanings, while on the other hand, it turns thoughts to 
words and thus into objects. These two processes together constitute the circular 
motion of the imagin.nion that Coleridge famously describes in 77JC Statesman's 
Manual: "that reconciling and mcdiatory power, which incorporating the Reason 
in Images of the Sense, and organizing (as it were) the Dux of the Senses by the 
permanence and self-circling energies of the Reason, gives birth to a system of 
symboh, harmonious in themselves, and consubstantial with the truths of which 
they arc the conductors." 42 As we have seen, on the basis of this theory of 

. s::mbolism the figure of Hamlet can be recognised as a symbol of Shakespeare's 
infinite mind. On closer investigation, this symbol is now revealed as itself a 
producer of symbols which arc - presumably - similarly bearers of truth. But 
Coleridge's interpretation of Hamlet seems to call into question this last 
propos1t1on. 

Tl!E M£i1NINC OFH,U!LET 2: THE INSU!-F/C/El\'TSYMBOL 

Coleridge's I-1.imlct shares many qualities with the superior intellect of 
Sh.ikcspearc ou~ of which he is thought to have been created. His h.1hit of 
mcdit.1tion, his interest in pure rc.ison (as opposed to external phenomena), his 
powerful imabination, \\·hich attempts to re.id the bnguabe of nature and is even 

40 J .1mes C. McKurn:k, Co:a:,;6c 's Philosophy of Ln: 6:u,,:.c, Yale Studies 111 Enblish 19 5 (New I-Liven 
,md London: Yale UP, 1986). p. 32. 
41 ln the Divine Visual Lmgu.igc "God commumc1,cs !us will to 111.111 through the v,irious 
phenomc11,1 uf nature, wl11ch :"uactio11s .is ,1 series ,,t signs for God's t!wughts." G. N. G. Orsilll, 
Coleridge ,rnd German lcLe,t!mn: ,-1 Study in :/.•c ! f:,1my ,;f Philosophy (C.1rbo11dale, Edw,irdsville: 
Southern Illinois UP, 1%9), p. 32. 
42 S. T. Coleridge, L1y Sermom, ;·,_ ,J-31. 
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capable of creating a secondary nature out of Lmgu;1gc - these arc all proofs of his 
"consubstantiality" with Shakespeare's mind. N o wonder that Coleridge 
exclaimed at the end of his 1812 lecture: "Anything finer than this conception and 
working out of a character is merely impossible" (CCS 72). However, his 
interpretation of Hamlet has a darker side too, which is constantly present in his 
notes and lectures, making his overall assessment rather contradictory. His 
Hamlet, representative of the superior intellect, is also characterised by a "morbid 
sensibility" and "self-delusion" (CCS 76), which make all his unique features 
dubious or even reprehensible. This paradox appears in everything Coleridge says 
about Hamlet - my separate treatment of the two sides is highly artificial - but it 
c.111 be grasped most effectively at the point where the superiority of Hamlet's 
mind is at its most visible: in his experience of the sublime . 

Coleridge regards the Kantian sublime the definitive world-experience of 
Hamlet; most probably this is why he practically repeats K;mt's formula in his 
1813 lecture: "The sense of sublimity arises, not from the sight of an outward 
object, but from the retlcction upon it; not from the impression but from the 
idea" (CCS 76). 41 This experience is of utmost importance to both Kant's Critique 
ofjudgement and - as Nigel Leask points out - also "to A . W. Schlegel's theory of· 
Tragedy, teaching us respect for the 'divine origin' of the mind and leading us 'to 
est imate the earthly existence as vain and insignificant.'"H It is also crucial for 
Coleridge's interpretation because the fact that Hamlet feels sublimity proves 
most f orccfully the superiority of his reason over empirical reality. Imagination 
again pbys a key role in this process, but in a negative w;iy: the sublime is 
experienced exactly when the mind is so overwhelmed by d1c infinity or might of 
something (for instance, nature) that imagim.tion cannot represent it, but realising 
this inability, the mind also realises tlut it still possesses a concept of these 
properties, which proves the superiority of reason over sense perceptions . As 
Kant expbins, the sublime "cannot be conuined in any sensuous form, but rather 

43 Cf. with Kant's "Analyiic of the Sublime" in 711e Critique ojj11dgcme11t: "From this it may be seen 
th at we express ourselves on the whole inaccurately if we term ,my object of n,1t1n-e sublime, ,1lthough 
we may with perfect propriety call many such objects beautiful. for how can that which is 
,1pprchrnded as inherently contra-final be noted with an expres sion of approval? All that we can say 
is that the object lends itself to the presentation of a sublimity discove rable in the mind" (David 
Simpson ed., German Aesthetzc and Literary Criticism : Kant, Fichu:, Schelling, Schopenhauer, Hegel 
[C unbml gc: CUP, 1984). p. 48). 
44 Nigel J. Leask, Coleridge ,md the Politics of l111ag111ation (London: Macmillan , 1988), p. 110. 
(Q uo ting from Schlegel, Lcc111rcs un Drama tic Arc and Li1erat11re. / 808-9 .) 
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concerns 1de;1s of rt\1s, 111, which although no adequate prcscnLuion of them is 
possible , may be excitcli .md called into the mind by that very inadequacy itself 
which Joo not admit sensuous presentation."" 

The sublime experience 1s not homogenous like the experience of the 
beautiful but c,msists of .1 constant oscillation between a feeling of frustration 
(bec1mc the i111.1ginauo11 cannot represent the infinite) and a feeling of joy over 
the superior ideas of human reason. In his 1813 lecture on Hamlet, Coleridge gave 
.111 cx;1mplc of this double movement: "Few have seen ,1 celebrated waterfall 
without feeling something of a disappointment; it is only subsequently, by 
rct1ection, that the idea of the waterfall comt·s full into the mind, and brings with 
it a train of sublime associations" (CCS 76). As he added in the next sentence, 
"Hamlet felt this," which seems to imply that he w;is either in a state of 
disappointment with the outside world, or in the world of sublime reflections 
over his own superior re.1son. However, ideas of reason like infinity can be 
grasped only imlirectly, as unimaginable, which requires the endless frustration of 
the imagination. In his lecture on Romeo Coleridge described this movement 
"where the imagination is called forth, not to produce a distinct form, but a 
strong working of the mind, still offering what is still repelled, and ai;;iin creating 
what is again rejected; the result being[ ... ] d1e substitution of .1 sublime feeling of 
the unimaginable for a mere image" (SC II. 103-4). The oscillation is without end: 
Hamlet is consuntly "cr;iving ;1fter the indefinite" (CCS 76) but his desire must 
needs remain unfulfilkJ. 

As it is already n·idcnt, there is a certain amount of negativity in Kant's 
concept of d1t· sublime eH·n though it offers insight into the ideas of pure reason. 
Firstly, it c.rn bring ;1bout the devaluation of all phenomenal objects that arc 
rq:ncscnuble - a consequence which could not be wholly accepted by Coleridge. 
Secondlv, and more fund;1mcntally, the sublime threatens the ability of the mind 
to know the world. Since the sublime feeling is based on "objects that dcf y 
conceptualization," the ensuing train of sublime associations is in a sense the 
;1dmittancc of L1ilurc.4'' This is well consistent with Kant's objectives who never 
L-l.1i111l'd t, 1 ,ifkr a positive knowkdgc of the world. Coleridge, however, w;1s 

4'i Simpsllll, p. 4~. 
46 Cf. I.ind ,1 ~!.me Brnoks, "ilw Menace u/ the Sal•hme tu the /111/i,:ic/11,d Self- /{,ml, Schiller, Coleridge 
,//1d die Di .,11H,·g,·,,::,111 of No111,1111ic Jdenwy (I .nv,rnm, Queemton, Lm1pctn: The Edwin Mellen 
l'ress, l'J'J.~). I'· 2c,. 
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reluctant to accept this and - together with Schelling - denied the inconceivability 
of the 'thing in itself. ' 17 

He seems to have faced the negJ.tive implications of the KamiJ.n sublime in 
his interpretation of Hamlet - and following the diagnosis, rejected him as 
"unnatural." As a consequence of his sublime perception of the world, Hamlet 
becomes "dissatisfied with commonpbce realities" b~cause they "must needs 
become cold" for him (CCS 76; 72). Even though Coleridge speaks of him with 
much J.dmirJ.tion, his preoccupation with ideJ.! things is after all described as a 
"morbid craving for that which is not" (CCS 76). Indeed, he seems to be 
solipsistically in need of distancing himself from the world in order to be able to 
represent it for himself As Coleridge said in 1812, he "yields to [the same] retirini; 
from all reality which is the result of having what we express by the terms a 
world within himself" (CCS 70). Moreover, he not only dismisses external reality 
(for the s;1ke of his ideals), but may even be incapable of getting to know it. In this 
case his internal world would be no more than a false interpretation of a vast and 
incomprehensible external reality. Coleridge could not accept such a condition as 
the natural human condition, therefore he had to describe it as illness. 

He expresses the suspicion that Hamlet may be nud most openly in his notes 
for the 1813 lecture: "Add, too, Hamlet's wildness in but halffalsc - 0 that subtle 
trick to pretend to be acting only when we arc very near being what we act," and 
connects Hamlet's behaviour to the "vivid images" of Ophelia, "nigh akin to and 
productive of tempoLiry n.unia" (CCS 73-4). In his 1812 lecture he also observes 
tlut "Such a mind ;1s this is near akin to madness" (CCS 70). In the light of this 
suspicion, the "inward brooding" of Hamlet is a sign of his inability to face 
reality: "Hamlet's running into long rcasonings - carrying off the impatience and 
uneasy fcclinbs of expectation by running away from the particular into the 
general; this .1version to personal, individual concerns, and escape to 
generalisations :rnd general rcasonings a most important chaLicteristic" (CCS 74). 
Similarly, his wordplay and irony is an effect of his "disposition to escape from 
his own feelings of the overwhelming and the supern;1tural by a wild transition to 
the ludicrous - a sort of cunning bravado, bordering on the flights of delirium" 

47 "111 ,pitc therefore of l11s [K.mt's] own dccbrat10ns, I could never believe, 1t w,is puss1blc !or him 
to h.n·c mcalll no more by lm ;\'oumcnon, or Thing iu Itself, tlun his mc::c words express; or that in 
lus own conception he confined the whole plasl!c power to the iur111s of the intellect, leaving for the 
cxtcrn.il c.tusc, for the matcn<1ic of our sensations, ,t m.1tter without form, which is doubtless 
i11cuncc1v,1blc" (Bwgr,iphia Lucr.,r:.1, ed. Nigel Leask [London: Everyman, J. ~v1. Dent, 1997], p. 90). 
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(CCS 77). This Hamlet is no longer the figure who demonstrates man's freedom 
from the external world but one who tries to escape from it because he cannot 
face it, and therefore .ill signs of the superiority of his mind arc revealed as 
symptoms of a disease. 

The main cause of Hamlet's unhealthincss as Coleridge sees it is his 
"overbalance of imagin:ition" (CCS 76): this faculty creat es ":1 world within 
himself" which has more or less lost its connections with the world outside. 
Although Kant thought the inner "second nature" superior to the empirical 
world, he also descr ibed such malignant workin~ o f the imagination in his 
Anthropology, remarking that "If it is not already a form of mental illness 
(hypochondria), it leads to this :rnd to the lunatic asylum. "4s Coleridge diagnosed 
the disease already in i S 12, when H. C. Robins on wrote of him: "He made an 
elaborate distinction between fancy and imagin.ni on . The excess of fancy is 
delirium, of inuginati on mania." 49 That he did not dismiss this theory is proved 
by Chapter 4 oi the Biographia where he presents fancy and imagination 
simultaneously ·with delirium and mania, although he docs not include the 
analogy in the much more optimistic Schellingian definition of the imagination 
offered in Chapter 13. Hamlet's "half-false" madne ss undermines the belief that 
the creations of inugin,nion (its system of symbols) partake of truth. Hamlet's 
diseased imagination can produce only false symbols that are not "conductors of 
truth," but bis mean s of self-delusion. Such an insight into the threat of the 
imagination could even le;,d Coleridge to questi on its truthfulness in general. As 
critics like McGann claim, a crucia l suspicion ab .)ut the in1.1gir1.1tion can indeed be 
witnessed in his later works, most openly in the poe m "Co nstancy to an Ideal 
Object" (1826).\G 

What is so strange about Coleridge's Harnkt is that he partly retains his 
admirable charJ.cteristics: he is both a prime rcprcjcntativc of the superior human 

48 The bcginnmg of :i,c quotation reads: "To ub,crve ll1 ourselv es the ,·.irious acts of the 
representative power when ,.,·c call them forth merits our rcllcction; it is ncccss.1ry and u,cful fur 
log ic and metaphysics. - 13ut to try to eavesdrop on ourselves when tliey occur in our mind 
un/,uldcll and spontaneou si:: (,1s happens through the pl.1y of the imagination when it inverts ima~es 
un111tcntionally) 1s to ovcrtu~n the natural order ul the cognitive powers, bcc.1usc then the prin cip les 
of thinking do not come first (as ,hey sho uld). but 1mtcad follow after." (Simpson, p. 10) 
49 Seamus Perry, S. T Culcruige: Interviews and Rccoiicctions (Houndmills. B,1slllgs1okc, New York: 
Palgr .1ve Publishers Ltd , 2000). p. 132, 
50 Jerome J. McGann, The Romantic ideofog:,·: A Critical l11vestigallon (Chicago and London: 
University of Chic1~0 Press , 19S:>), p. 99. 
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intellect and a bad example, in whom certain faculties can be found in morbid 
excess. I-low can the mentally uebaLrnceJ, unhealthy .!--bmlct be identical with 
the representative of Slukespcare's divine intellect? Or docs Coleridge mix up two 
distinct interpretations? As we have seen, these ambiguities arc to some extent due 
to his own ambivalent response to Kant's philosophy, on which his interpretation 
is based. However, Hamlet's ambiguity is already present in his "conception" as 
Coleridge understood it: Shakespeare created his characters by conceiving "any 
one intellectual or moral faculty in morbid excess, and then placing himself, thus 
mutilated and diseased, under given circumstances" (CCS 72). This means that 
although Hamlet was cre,1tcd out of Shakespeare's own mental faculties (his 
reason and imagination), these are present in him in morbid excess and therefore 
he is "diseased." Moreover, he can represent merely a "mutilated" Shakespeare 
because only part of the .mthorial subjectivity w,1s infused into him - this is why 
Coleridge claims tlut "he has a sense of imperfectness" and "something is wanted 
to nuke it complete" (CCS 70). 

Iu other words, Hamlet shares the fate of the symbol that can represent only 
a Jragmenf of the truth of which it partakes. His negative characteristics arc only 
the other side of his divine conception. Coleridge's survey through the tragedy 
following his general characterisation of Hamlet reveals what he finds missing in 
him: he lacks the capacity that is needed for participation in the external world, 
or, in his words, he lacks the ability to act. Coleridge's interpretation explores 
how such a subject must become the main character in a tragic plot 

THE !fER,\IL\EUIICS OF ff-!£ !R/J CIC 

In his notes and in both lectures, Coleridge complemented what he called his 
"Character of Hamlet" with a "cursory survey through the play" (CCS 73). 
Unfortunately. Lhe lecture notes cannot be regarded a thorough rendering of what 
he really ulkcd .1bout; Badawi even supposes that his criticism of structure may be 
missing to a brge extent because "it cannot be abridged" and is more difficult to 
note down and rcmembcr.' 1 However, the material we have of the lectures seems 
to reveal a certain tendency in Coleridge's selection of scenes and passages which 
colltradicts the intention of giving a full structural analysis. His grounds for 
choosing certain passages can be inferred from how he interprets them: most of 

51 i\l. M. Bad.,wi, Coleridge: Cnuc uf Sh,ikespc.irc (C1mbridi;c: CUP, 1973), p. 83. 
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the time he brings up ,l text ,ls evidence of his gencr.1! interpretation of Hamlet's 
character, the central signifier of the pby. This means that, in Schleiermacher's 
terms, he is still pursuing a psychological interpreuti on .ind his goal is "nothing 
other than a development of the beginning, that is, to consider the whole of the 
author's work in terms oi its parts and in e\'ery p.irt to consider the content as 
what moved the author .ind the iorm .1~ his 1uture moved by the content."~' 
Coleridge reads each selected part JS a development of "the beginning" : a 
manifestation of the meJning oi the whole, which is, in thi s case, the conception 
of Hamlet. This is wh:: he detects a similar meaning in m os t p,1ss.i.ges he selects for 
com1nentary. 

Naturally. he has ,l preference for Hamlet's spccches and soliloquies since 
these, as ,ve han seen, offer him an almost dire ct insight into his consciousness 
and thus. into the meaning of the pby. In his own notes written for the 1813 
lecture, ,1f:cr Jnalysing the first scene he deals with Hamlet's first wordplay 
(I.ii.65), his reply to the queen (I.ii.75fl), his first soliloquy (l.ii.129ff), his 
meditati on ncforc the Ghost appears (1.iv.13ft), his "insta nt and over-violent 
resoh ·e·· wh,:n the Ghost's story is told (I.\·.29fl), his following soliloquy and 
"ludicrous" sayings (I.v.92f0, and his soliloqu:: on:·r the pbycr king (II.ii.544fQ . In 
all these pJssages he studies "how the cha:·actcr develops itself" (CCS 73) and 
connects eJ...:h observation to his general unJerst:rnding of him. Of the b st 
p:issagc, tor instance, he claims that it is ''Hamlet's cluractcr, as I have conceived, 
described by himself" (CCS 75). The 1813 report shows that Coleridge followed 
his notes quite closcl :-· in his lecture, .rnd Collier's notes pro\·c that he chose 
similar passages also in 1812: in addition to scenes mentioned ,1lreaJy, he spoke of 
the soliloquy ,1bout the young Fortinbra s (IV.iv .32fQ, Hamlet's "morali zing on 
the skull in the churchyard" (V.i.74ff), lm replies to Opheli.1 (III.i.90fl), his 
monologue in the prayer scene (III.iii.73:t \ his voyage to England , and his 
meditation '·.;( ~c:- the scene with Osric " (\ .. ii.215fQ. All in all, this is indeed a 
"cursory su:-h '\'" rather than a carcfu'. .1n,1\:.,~is oi the structure of th e phy. 
Moreover, with the exception of two p.1ss,1;cs (on the first scene ,mJ on the 
voyage to En 6bnd) Coleridge deals cxcbsiYcl y with I--Lunkt's own words, and 
usually 011 himself. By doing so he rqx•;1b what Goethe\ \Viliiclm Meister did 
and even c1llcd attcmion to: he jud;c, .1 whole play from one clur,1etcr. "' Both 

52 Muclkr-Vol!mcr, p. 94. 
~3 "!eh habc drn Fclilcr , cm St tick aus cine Ro,k rn bcu:- , ,·ilc-n, cin e Kolic nur ,m sich und nidn 1111 

Zuasanmu:nhani;c mit dcm Stiick zu bctrachtcn .. 11, mir sclbst in di csen T.1~,·11 so lchhaft bcmcrlu . 
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Wilhelm and Coleridge attempt to understand the drama through imaginative 
identification or Einfuhf ung - a method that Coleridge himself regarded 
inappropriate for the analy sis of the pby as a whole. At least in his interpretation 
of the character of Polonius (relegated to a lecture on a different topic) he claims 
that "Hamlet's words should not be taken as Shakespeare's conception of him" 
(SC II, 217). In the lectures on Hamlet, however, he sticks so much to Hamlet's 
words that he cannot present his concept of the 'real' Polonius - or the 'real' 
Ophelia, Gertrude, or Claudius. This contradiction still follows from his method 
of dealing with wlut is thought to be cssenti;:tl and ignoring all the accidentals. 
Since he believes that the essence of the pby is to be found in Hamlet's psyche, he 
deals only with passages that can be regarded as manifesting this essence. 

With such principles, the critic cannot be expected to say much about the 
tragic plot of the play. In spite of this, Coleridge seems to have a distinct sense of 
Hamlet's tragedy. Describing the first scene (the only one he chooses to mention 
in which Hamlet is not present), he speaks of "th e armour, the cold, the dead 
silence, all placing the mind in the state congruous with tragedy" (CCS 73). Since 
he usually treated the first scenes as the germ from which the whole play 
develops, this remark is of special interest. It claim s that Hamlet can be 
understood only by a receptive mind that h.1s some ,1ifinity for tragedy - which 
also implies th.i.t tragedy in this c.1se is something like a state of mind. 
(Cedankcntrauerspicl, Schlegel's word for Hamlet, allows similar conjecture.) 
Coleridge repeats this view in his notes for the 1819 lecture where he investigates 
how in the first scene "all excellently accord with and prepare for the ,1fter gradual 
rise into Tragedy - but above all Tragedy the intere st of which is eminently ad cc 
apud intra" (LL II, 295). Such a subjectivist concept of tr.1gedy accords with the 
general nature of Coleridge's interpretation dealing primarily with spiritual or 
psychological entities , picturing the tragic character himself little more than a 
state of mind "congruous with tragedy." The external c,·c nt s of the Jranu arc 
important from this point of view only as the backg round which brings out the 
tragic quality inherent in H.i.mlct - as we have seen, Coleridge regards the story as 
the canvas only on which the portrait is painted. Since H1mlet is defined by the 
faculties he has on the one hand, and he lacks on the other, the "background" is 
to bring out both, and this is its sole raison d'etre. 

Jass 1ch euch Jas Bcispiel crz,ihlen will, wcnn ihr mir cin gcncigtcs Gc hor ):;ii1111cn wollt." (I. W. 
Goethe, \'(Ii/helm Mei,ters Leln;ahre, ed. Erich Trunz [Miinchrn: C. H . Beck, 1977}, p . 216 [IV, 3}). 
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l-famlet's inability to ,Kl, of course, can be best shown in circumstances in 
which he must act 0mt as his overpowering bculty of thought can be best shown 
in a situation where he should not think). This need determines for Coleridge the 
dramatic situation. In 1812 he said about Hamlet: "Shakespeare pbces him in the 
most stimulating circumstances that a human being cm be placed in: he is the heir 
apparent of the throne; his father dies suspiciously; his mother excludes him from 
the throne by marrying his uncle. This was not enough but the Ghost of the 
murdered father is introduced to assure the son that he was put to death by his 
own brother. What is the result? Endless reasoning and urging - perpetual 
solicitation of the mind to act, but as constant an escape from action - ceaseless 
reproaches of him self for his sloth, while the whole energy of his resolution passes 
away in those reproaches" (CCS 67-8). As this passage makes dear, Coleridge, like 
virtu,,lly all 19th century interpreters of the play, was convinced tlut the Ghost's 
call for revenge must be obeyed - mainly because he accepted Hamlet's insistence 
that it must. The whole pby, then, becomes for him a story of delayed action; the 
motive, the resolution anJ the means arc given (Coleridge quotes Hamlet' s "I have 
the cause, .md will, and strength, and means / To do't" - CCS 70) but "nothing 
happens." 

1\s \\·c have seen, according to Coleridge's diagnosis the overbalance of 
Hamlet 's imagination creates an inner world for him which prevents ;,ll forms of 
acti on. Hamlet is unable to act "n ot from cowa rdice, for he is made one of the 
bran :st of his tim e - not from w ;mt of foreth ought or quickness of apprehension, 
for he sees through the very souls of all who surround him; but merely from that 
,n•ersion to action which prevails among such ;is have a wo rld within themselves" 
(CCS 68). Later in the same lecture Coleridge rephrased the statement: "This 
.1dmirable and consistent character, deep ly acquainted with his own feelings, 
painting them with such wonder[ ul po,\·er and accuracy, and just as strongly 
convinced of the fitness of executing his solemn clurge committed to him, still 
yield s to the s,u11e retiring from all re,1!ity ,vhich is the result o f having what we 
express by the term s ,1 wo rld within himself" lCCS 70). The se expbnati ons imply 
that Hamlet is afte r all ,1 victim of not wh,1t he lacks but what he has in excess: his 
i111.11,;ination is so strong that it usurps the place of the outside worki for him. The 
fact tlut Coleridge attributes to him J high degree of self-cons ciousness cou ld even 
mean that he is him self aware of this "overb alan ce," which could lead him to 
question the status of rc.ility as such. The possibility of intcrprctini-; Hamlet as a 
scepuc 1s given in Cole ridge's interpretation ,1lthough It is not fully realised. 
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Schlegel, however, was definitely on this opinion and Hazlitt, probably following 
his views, also called Hamlet sceptic~,l.54 

Since the Coleridgean Hamlet has practically lost touch with the everyday 
world and therefore cannot act, he may not be accused of anything he does - only 
of what he docs not do. Consequently, Coleridge clears him of all charges of 
intentional wrongdoing that his former critics, most importantly Johnson, 
brought up against him. One of the charges concerns his heartless treatment of 
Ophelia; as Johnson wrote, "He plays the madman most w-hen he treats Ophelia 
with so much rudeness, which seems to be useless and wanton cruelty."'" 
Coleridge, probably because he considered the love-interest generally of secondary 
importance, deals only with the crucial dialogue in 3.1, and claims that "His 
madness is assumed when he discovers that witnesses have been placed behind the 
arras to listen to what passes, and when the heroine has been thrown in his way as 
a decoy" (CCS 70). With this explanation Coleridge claims that Hamlet's rudeness 
is in fact a defence, and consequently it is not his fault. J ohnson's second and even 
more severe objection is against Hamlet's monologue when he sees his uncle 
praying (III.iii): "This speech, in which Hamlet, represented as a virtuous 
chaL1ctcr, is not content with taking blood for blood, but contrives damnation for 
the man that he would punish, is too horrible to be read or to be uttered.""<• 
Coleridge, not surprisingly, sees in this scene another proof of his theory of 
I-bmlct, even though for this he has to ~1ssumc tlut Hamlet deludes himself: "The 
fact is that the determination to allow the King to escape at such a moment was 
only part of the same irresoluteness of character. Hamlet seizes hold of a pretext 
for not acting, when he might have acted so effectually" (CCS 71). 

Coleridge's theory seems to make him blind to any guilty deed I-famlet may 
commit. G. F. Parker is right to observe that "Coleridge's subordination of what 

54 Schlegel: "11.unlct Ii.is 110 firm belief either in lumself or in anytl1111b dse: from expressions of 
religious confidence he passes over to sceptical doubts: he believes in the Ghost of his father as long 
as he sees it, but as soon .1s It disappears, it appeJ.rs to him almost in the light of deception. He has 
even gone so far as to say, 'there is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so;' with him 
the poet loses himself here in labyrinths of thought, in wluch ncnher end nor beginnmg is 
discoverable" (Bate, p. 309-310). Hazlitt: "when he is mo,t bound to act, he remains puzzled, 
undecided, and sceptical" (Bate, p. 325). 
55 Johnso11 on Sh,1kcspcarc 1-2, ed. Arthur Sherbo, 7hc Yale Ed1:ion of 1/.,c Works of S1111111cl John.son, 
Vol. VII- Vlll (N cw Haven aad London: Yale UP, 1968), Vol. II, p. 1011. I lc11cdorw,ird: JoS. 
56 )oS II, 990. 
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Hamlet docs to what he feels constitutes a so ftening of the play." v However, this 
docs not mean that he clears him of all charges. Of his "origin:11 sin" inherent in 
his conception as an insufficient symbol he is never relieved. From the moment 
he is alienated from the originating mind of Shakespeare and put into the 
circumstances of the drama, he is practically doomed. Coleridge regards his tragic 
end as a consequence of his "morbid sensibility" - the plot is on the whole against 
him, :md the particular events only show evidence of this . His downfall is both 
accident and necessity; as Coleridge said to H. C. Robinson "S[hakespeare] wished 
to shew how even such a character is at last obliged to be the sport of chance" (SC 
II, 165-6). This is why he cannot commit suicide, which for Robinson would 
have been the mo st logic:11 ending of the play. Coleridge's Hamlet is unable to 
determine what he does or what happens to himself so his de:1th must come from 
the outside. In his 1812 lecture he repeated that it was consistent with the 
character of Hamlet "tlut aitcr still resolving, ,md still ref using, still determining 
to execute, and st ill postponing the execution, he should finally give himself up to 
his destiny; and in the infirmity of his nature at last hopelessly place himself in 
the power and at the mercy of his enemies" (CCS 71). This H1mlct probably 
comes ;1s dose to Aristotle's tragic hero as a modern character can. He is superior 
to ot hers but is also imperfect - commits th e hamartia of insufficiency - and 
therefore he must die . His sin is nothing, within his power but, like Oedipus, he 
must bear its consequences. 

What kind of mor;il can such a tragic character convey? Docs it say th:1t the 
human spirit is wasted on earth, moreover, that it is blind to its own state until 
the very end? Schlegel , \Vhosc interpretation of the play runs close to Coleridge's, 
admits the possibility o f a totally negative message: "A voice from another world, 
commissioned it would appc;1r, by heaven, demands vengeance for a monstrous 
enormity, and the demand remains without effect; the criminals arc at last 
puni she d, but, as it were, by an accidental blow, and not in the solemn way 
requisite to convey to the world a warning example of justice; irresolute foresight, 
cunning treachery, and impetuou s rage , hurry on to a common destruction; the 
less guilty and the innocent are equally involv ed in the general ruin. The destiny 
of humanity is there exhibited as a gigantic Sphinx, which threatens 10 precipitate 
into the abyss of scepticism all who arc umblc to solve the dreadful cnigmas."' 8 

Thi s utterly pessimistic account is all the more remarkable because - as Parker 

">7 l'arkt'r,Jo/mson 's Shakespeare, p. 185. 
58 lht c, pp. 3C9-H0. 
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ohserves - for Schlq;cl normally "what is desperate aml terrible in the situation of 
the tragic protagonist serves to intimate that there is a world elsewhere (to recall 
Coriobnus's cry as he 'banishes' the populace of Rome), a world in which the 
spirit rises indomitable over all that can befall it in its phenomenal aspect." 59 It 
seems that Hamlet did not off er the same consolation - its scepticism proved to be 
powerful enough to ruin some of Schlq;cl 's main presuppositions. Coleridge, 
however, draws an altogether diff crcnt moral. He docs not accept the total 
negativity of Shakespeare's message but docs not see in the tragedy a promise of 
another worl<l either. He idemifies the much more down-to-earth message "that 
;1ction is the great end of existence - that no faculties of intellect, however 
brilliant, can be considered valuable, or otherwise than as misfortunes; if they 
withdraw us from, or render us repugnant to action" (CCS 72). 

Such a moral follows somewhat unexpectedly from Coleridge's 
interpretation, indicating that in the background he has modified his 
interpretative principles. He started out by regarding Hamlet the central sign 
which conveys the subjective meaning of Shakespeare but now it seems that the 
final meaning is not conwy ed through the sign but through what it is not: 
Shakespeare' s irnemi on is to show something conlra1y to Hamlet. The notion that 
rne;rning (intention) is not to be sought in or through the sign but in what is 
;1bsent from it is the characteristic strategy of what Rajan calls negative 
he rmeneutic s, a phenomenon of romantic criticism. 60 While positive hermeneutics 
(in the case of Schleiermacher, for instance) "synthesizes the text by arranging and 
exp.mding elements actually given in it," in the negative method "reading supplies 
something .1bsent from and in contradiction to the textual surface." 61 Coleridge's 
interpretation starts out from a positive, and reverts to a negative hermeneutics -
stc111gely enough in order to assure a positive Shakespearc.111 meaning in spite of 
the tragic signifier Hamlet. This ;i!so means that for him Shakespeare's spirit after 
;111 proves to be transcendent rather than immanent: although it is present in 
I-b.mlet to some extent, its essence is missing from him. 

59 l'.1rkcr, p. 83. 
(,0 Shelley 111 lm I lamlcc intcrprct.ni on follows ;1 :,imil.ir ,1r.1tcgy cbimmg tl1;1t "there is but one 
dcmo11 str;\110 11 o f the cxccllc11cc of lic.1lth, and that is disc .1.,e ·· (lhtc, p . 342). 
6 1 R.1j.u1, p . .'i. 
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THE PLOT 1ICAINSTT!J[ CRITIC 

With his finJ! interpretative move (finding the morJ! of the pby) Coleridge 
attempts to reJch out to ShakespeJre's me,ming in a way disregarding Hamlet, the 
ambivalent sii;nifier. But the Hamlet- syrnbol is con structed too powerfully to be 
ignored, and even thoui;h it cannot be seen through (due to its ambivalence) Jnd 
thus it cannot lead to ,1 final meaning, it still produces mc,rnings by reflecting -
and refracting - the inugc of the critic . That I-famlet :111J the critic arc figures of 
each other follows from Coleridge's hermeneutic principles. As we have seen, he 
identifies the meaning of Hamlet by looking into his ow n mind; he constructs the 
fii;urc out of his own subjecti vity and nukes him die bearer o f its "truths." He is 
lead by the assumption that Hamlet is ,1 univers,11 sym bol, representing what is 
common to all humanity. The symbol, howc\·er, prove s to be tragically 
ambivalent (.in im.1ge o f the superior hurn.u 1 rrnnJ ,u ;d ,)I the Jisc,1scJ mind) , .md 
,lets out this ,11nbi\·,1lrncc - in fact the .irnbi6uous positions of the critic - within 
the context of the pl.::,. The critic h.is by that time indeed "Interwove Himself 
into the Texture of his Lecture": by defining Hamlet he !us also defined his own 
positions ,rnJ from tlut moment he must follow his self-constructed symbol 
wherever it leads him. 1

'2 

Se\·eral instances can be witnessed in th e lectur es where the critic imitates 
Hamlet 's behaviour. Coleridge appro;1chcs the phy consciously with certain 
preconceptions - .ibstractions about the hum,m mind - and rq :;ards every clement 
in the text as possibly a hieroglyphic corn·cying 1b truth. Tk :rch re, for him to o 
"the ext ernal world .ind ,111 its incide nt s and ohJcct:;'' in the pby arc 
"cornpar.itively Jim, and of no intcn: s~ in themselves" and "began to interest only 
when th ey were reflected in the mir:-o:· of his mind " (CCS 67). By finding the 
most imp o runt hierogl yphic in H ,1mlct .is the inug e of the mind, he dismiss es 
C\-cry clement tlut has n o relevanc e to thi s str ,md of intcrpreL1tion. His Hamlet 
ii:;norcs cxtcrn.11 circurnst,rnces, and cons equc11t!y the criti c has to ii;norc th e 
dr.11natic plot .1s ~uch .mJ co ncentrate o n the Joliloquics in which Hamlet sp(·,1ks 
o f himself. He disrn.issl:s, for instan ce , Oph eli.1, ,ls Hamlet dismisses her, because 
she is not p,1rt of t;il' :11ain interest d1.1t he discovers in t lie· whole play. G .F. 
P.irkcr .ilso observes the way "I--bmlct 's cc.1seless convcrsiui: of things int o 

(,2 Edward Jern111bb.1111 wro!l' i:1 .1 1808 lcun 0f Cu!a1 ci);c: ·'H e oftc11 lntcrw,,v c l lim sclf into die 
Te xture of his Lecture ." (Perry. p. 121) 

73 



V I·: ll O N I Ii. J\ R U ·r T !i. J\ Y 

thoughts" is "reflected in the manner of much of Coleridge's critical writing." 61 

However, as we have seen, Hamlet's turning away from reality may be revealed as 
:m attempt to escape from it. Docs the critic :1lso have to Dec the text in order to 
avoid facing an unsettling insight about himself? 

Nowhere is Coleridge's habit of imitating Hamlet so obvious as in the 
examination of the Ghost-scenes. These passages arc naturally very important for 
his interpretation: the appearances of the Ghost arc the absolutely sublime 
moments of the play in which Shakespeare's genius - and Coleridge's meaning -
should be witnessed. Hamlet's seeing the Ghost is the episode in which the 
"overbalance" of his imagination could be best shown and Coleridge in his notes 
indeed remarks somewhat enigmatically that "The familiarity, comparative at 
least, of :l brooding mind with shadows, is something" (CCS 74). In other writings 
he deals with this psychological phenomenon much more extensively; in The 
Friend he reconstructs how Luther's vision of the Devil evolved and even claims 
to wish "to · devote :111 entire work to the subject of Dreams, Visions, Ghosts, 
\v'itchcraf t, &c." 1

•• Hi s proposed outline bears some relevance to Shakespeare: "I 
might then expbin in ;1 m o re satisfactory \vay the mode in which our thoughts in 
states of morbid slumber, become at times perfectly dramatic (for in certain son 
of Jream s the dullest Wight becomes a Shakespeare) and by what law the Form of 
the vision appears to talk to us in its own thoughts in a voice as audible as the 
sbpe is visible; and this oftentime s in connected trains ... "1

'' Hamlet could be a 
perfect example of this psychologio.l case, which would make the whole play 
doubly a drama of the im,1gination. However, for some reason Coleridge chooses 
a different interpretation. 

In fact he raises the possibility "tlut the vision is ,1 figure in the highly 
wrought im1gination" only to dismiss it (CCS 68). As he asserts in his 1812 
lecture, "Hamlet's own fancy has not conjured up the Ghost of his father" - the 
evidence being that '' it has been seen by others" (CCS 68). However, this 
seemingly unquestionable proof is a little shaken by the mode Coleridge insists on 
establishing it. For one thing, he ignores the passage t!ut could provide a counter-

(,., l'., rkn , p . 8\1. 
<,,\ The Frwul, no 8, 5 OL't is:;'J (The Friend, ed. lhrh.ira E. Roukc [Pri11ccto11: l'Ul', 1%\1), Vol. II, 
P· l~'.i) . 
b~ Fn,·,u! I, 145. /\ cam,11 .rnccd utc about C olcndgc's psych olub1cal approach to ghosts told by Sir 
Jame, ~Lick 1ntosh: "the best th, n~ ever said of i;ho sts was by Coleridg e, who . when asked by .1 Li<ly 
if lie bcl1c\'cd Ill them, n'plicd. '?\o, M.idam, 1 have seen to o m.my to bdic\'c in them '" (Perry, p. 
179-11>'.)), 
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aq;ument: the bedro om-scene in which Hamlet sees th e Ghost but his mother 
docs not. Furthermore, he compares Hamlet 's reflections before the Ghost enters 
to Macbeth: "The same thing occ ur s in /i.Licbeth: in the dagger scene, the moment 
before he sees it, he has his mind <lLnvn to some indifferent matters" (CCS 68). 
The comparison is somewhat odd, since in .\f,1chcd1 all circumstances suggest that 
the dagger is indeed a delusi on of ,1 guilty mind - it cannot be grasped, and if it 
was sent by the witches, they themseln :s correspond to desires inherent in the 
hero, as Coleridge makes clear. ''" The .m.1logy ,1ccordingly would suggest that 
Hamlet's moralisin g before the Gh ost enter s is a sign of his "desire to escape from 
the inward thought s" but th ese th oubhts suJj en ly C1ke slupc in the vision, just 
like in Macbeth, Since Coleridge wan ts to proYe th e opposite, in other pas sages he 
points out the contrast between the supernatural in the tw o plays: "The Ghost, a 
superstition conn ed eJ with the[ ,,,] truths of reve.1lcd religi on, and ther efo re, O! 
how contrasted frorr. the withering and wild bnguage of the Macbeth" (CCS 74). 
But docs the bet ,hat the Ghost is a Christian superstition give more credit to it? 
Coleridge 's str an ge tand politically charged) in sistence suggests that he w,mts to 
impres s this th ought upon the audience. In hi s notes he jot s down: "Shakespeare's 
tenderness with regard to all inn ocent superstitions - no T om Paine declarations 
and pompous philo sophy" (CCS 73).r,7 But he was evidently not settled in this 
cxpLrn ... :i on; his note s for his 1818 lecture on Hamiel deal exclusively with the 
first scen e, comparing it with "all the best -att ested stories of gho sts and visions" 
and anal:,sing ever y little detail that creates dramatic faith . :'\ rcpon of his lecture 
in iS 19 shows th at th e problem of the Gh ost h:1s become ,1lm ust :rn obsession for 
him : ·'\fany of hi s ide.1s were as just as the y \Vere bc.mtiful ; but we wish that he 
h,1d gi\'en some port io n of the time con sume d by th<.: almost unintelligibly 
.1mbiguous apol og ies for belief in ghosts and goblins , to the elucidation of the yet 
obscur e traits of th e character of Hamlet" (SC IL 259). Of co urse, Coleridge is not 
like!:· to have propagated belief in ghosts in gencr.il - his argumentation is meant 
to pro\·c that read ers ~hould have dram,azc L1ith in th e vision . Hmvever, the 
Gh ost' s reliability is questioned by I--bmlct him self and its o nwlogic.11 status is 

66 "Th ey were my steri ous 11e1tur<.:s: fatherless, motl1ed n.s. ,e xlcss: the y cu111c an,i dis.1ppe ~r: they lead 
evil mind s l rum evi l to evil: .,nd have th e powe r o :" te mpt in ~ tho se , wh u h.1vc been tempters of 
them selve s" (LL I. 53 !}. 
67 Cf. ,1lso l11s notes for the ISIS - I 9 Lectures 011 Si:.,i:c·s_:.·,-,,,.c: "l lumc h irm clf .:uul d not but have faith 
in this Ghost dr;unati cally, let his ,1nti-i;host1sn1 be .1s strong as S,Hm!J11 against G h os ts ic.ss 
powerfully r.used"' (LL lI , 296). 
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ambiguous throughout the play. Due to this ambiguity Coleridge's insistence that 
the Ghost is "real" and "true" could not be anything but "ambiguous." 

Why is it so important for him to prove the Ghost's trustworthiness? 
Obviously, if he wants to maintain that the play conveys the moral that "action is 
the great end of existence" and its plot is about Hamlet's inability to act, he has to 
make sure that the call for action is based on truth. It could be said, that in this 
modified, negative hermeneutic interpretation not Hamlet, but the Ghost conveys 
the Shakespearean meaning (the call for action), and his logos assures the 
coherence of the whole. In this way he is not only the figure of the dead father, 
but also that of the author and a voice from heaven, as Schlegel thinks . If it 
proved to be a delusion and thus unreliable, the whole dramaturgy and the 
positive mora l would be undermined . This would also mean that Hamlet is 
irretrievably deluded, but Coleridge wants to maintain that his madness is not 
complete but "half-false." His drawing of that precarious distinction is as 
important as his diagnosis of the Hamletian "overbalance" of imagination. 68 For if 
Hamlet would be really mad, and the manifestation of the Shakespearean meaning 
(the Ghost) would be revealed as no more than a projection of his deluded psyche, 
where could any meaning be located? And if Hamlet , who shares the intellectual 
faculties of the critic, would zm.,'cnt figu:-cs of meaning instead of interpreting 
them, what could be said of the critic? 

The unreliability of the Ghost and the possibility that Hamlet may read his 
own meaning into it would have un settling consequences for the critic that 
Coleridge has to J.\'oid. ;\ ,1mcly, it would suggest that the way Hamlet projects 
himself into the Ghost, the critic would possibly project himself into Hamlet and 
thus, instead of finJing th e true meaning inherent in both of them, he would 
invent his own meaning. In this case - using Rajan's formub - the hermeneutic 
reading would be unnusked as an heuristic one, which "can no longer be 
conceived as the recon struction of an original me.rning but must be seen as the 
production of a new meaning." 6

'
1 Of course, this is in contradiction with 

Coleridge's belief tl1,1t th,ough introspection he c.111 find the truth of the drama. 

68 C:ulcridge draws attentiu11 to :lie distinction in a note ,n the Bzographia (Ch. 2). Here he quotes 
th e s.1mc line from Dryden .1s m hi s lecture on l la111lc1, ··Grc.n wit to madness sure 1s ne.1r allied" in 
order to illustrate th e deception th,n works "by the telling the half of a fact, and omitting the other 
half, when it is from their muttu l couutcraction and neut~,1lis.n10n, that the wlwlc truth arises, as a 
tcnium ,d1qu1d diffcrcm from either." (Coleridge, Bivgr.,ph,.,, p. 28) With tlus imcrtcxtual reference 
he imlirc ctlv empha sises that I-l.1mlct is not really mad. 
(,9 RaJ,HI , p. ,,. 
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Therefore he sets out to seek J.bsolute evidence for the reliability of the Ghost -
;ind his insistence on completing the imp ossi ble task nukes him imitate Hamlet 
who does the same at least through three act s. He is entrapped in the plot of his 
own hermeneutic reading in which he either has to .icknowledge that his Hamlet 
is his own mirror-image or l1J.s to repeat the movements of Hamlet and become 
his mirror-image. A metaphor of the situation is provided by Coleridge himself. In 
his poem "Constancy to an Ideal Object" he rewrites the image he used earlier to 
express the universality of Slukespeare's genius. The moumain traveller who -
like the reader of Shakespeare - in the mist "beholds his own figure, but the glory 
round the he:id distinguishes it from a mere vulgar copy" becomes a deluded 
"rustic": "Sees fi.ill before him, gliding without tread, / An image with a glory 
round its head; / The enamoured rustic worships its bir hues, / Nor knows he 
makes the shadow, he pursues!" 

In the intricate p;lltcrn ol Colcrid 6e ·s H.milc, interpn :Lnion we can witness 
the employment of a fundamental problem oi roman tic hermeneutics. A possible 
formulation of it w oc;:J be .. hat romantic hermeneutics assumes the meaning of a 
text to be fou:1d im-..iiti\·eiy through looking into one's own self (subjective 
identification) bt.:t i~ .1:so wants to make sure that the meaning grasped in this way 
is absolute, i.e. identical with the authorial J.nd transcendental one. Thus it grants 
the :-e,1-.:e:-freedom of interpretation and takes it away at the same time . Rajan 
offe:-s .;.nother formulation: "The histor y of romantic hermeneutics is of a 
m o'-·cr.:cnt complicated by its emergence \Vithin a chain of substitutions . When 
w:-iting (iils to represent adequately the th oug ht or speech that precede s it, it is 
rcpl.Kcd b:,· reading, which is thus open to a similar failure ." 7° Coleridge's reading 
oi H.1mL·: goes through the same sugc s: it attempts to move beyond writing to 
rc;1cli t!1c Sh.,kc spc.irean meaning but he linds a set of different meanings instead, 
rclc\·am mosth· to himself. 

\\:rhcne,.-e:- "a man is attempting t,:i describe another's ch.1racter, he m.1y be 
right or he 111.1:: be wro ng, but in o ;;c ,hir: 6 he will alway s succeed , in describin 6 
him self" -Co ic:·idge wrote in his ]\; o tcbook. 0 1 His lectures on J-f.vn!c 1 .m: a perf cct 
illustrati on oi ti1.1t, as his first audience ,,-.lS .1lready aware . Th e most well-known 
evidence of this crn be found in the lct,cr H. C. Robinson wroi.e in January 1812 
about Coleridge's lecture: "Last night he concluded his fine development of the 
Prince of Denmark by an eloqu ent sutement of the mor,11 o f the play : 'Action,' 

70 Rajan, p. b9. 
71 "/he No1ehou.:.:5 ,(Samuel 'f«ylor Coleridge, ed. K.nhlc cn Co burn (New 'r'or k. 1957-70\) Vol. l, p. 74. 
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he said, 'is the great end of all. No intellect, however grand, is valuable if it draw 
us from action and lead us to think and think till the time of action is passed by 
and we can do nothing.' Somebody said to me, 'This is a satire on himself.' - 'No,' 
said I, 'it is an elegy.' A great many of his remarks on Hamlet were capable of like 
application" (SC II, 181-2). 

Wha.t is interesting about this anecdote is not only that Coleridge's first 
audience immediately recognised the sclf-rd1cxivc subjectivism of his 
interpretation but that they attempted to find its proper "genre" as well - the 
mode in which it is w be understood. In this respect they went further that T. S. 
Eliot who believed tlut Coleridge simply wanted to present himself "in an 
attractive costume." The first remark quoted by Robinson ("satire") expresses 
something important about the lectures: their self-critical edge, expanded by 
critics like Ellis and Mills. 72 However, Robinson's reply ("elegy") goes deeper. It 
implies that Coleridge is in a sense mourning for himself along with the tragic 
hero. Indeed, he could be said to have buried some of his romantic hermeneutic 
iJe.1ls in the course of this interpretation. Perhaps this is why the main products 
of the next important phase of his Hamlet criticism (1818-19) arc not reports or 
lecture notes but marginalia to the play, representing a kind of transitional stage 
between reading in the strict sense and interpret:nion. \Xlith his sharp observations 
never straying too far away from the text, he reverts to something like Johnson 's 
method ,vho famously claimed to "have confined [his] imagination to the 

. ,,;_, 
margm. 

72 Speaking of the first p,1ragr:1ph of his 1813 notes they ~ssert: "So t!t .it while Coleridge may well 
h.1vc identified with Hamlet, this paragraph brings home the obvium truth that sclf-identific1tion 
need not inevitably lead to self-glorific,1tion. It c.\ll also operate. JS it m,1v be doing here, a~ self. 
criticism." (Ellis and Mills, p. 246) 
73 JoS I, I OIL 
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Imagination Disconnected 

On Chapter XIII of Biographia Literaria 

w,n !DRA WALS 

\Vhile partly writing, partly dictating from his notebooks, Biographia Literaria to 
John Morgan in the summer of 1815, Coleridge reduced his dosage of laudanum 
and suffered from heavy withdrawal symptoms. 1 His compulsion to talk and 
\\,'fite, as well as his frustration, was increased by the deadline: he had to finish the 
work by September. Th e book therefore became a symptom of withdrawal. 

The Biog,raphia, imcnJcd as a preface (or prelude) to the two-volume book o f 
poetry, Sibylline Leaves (1817), has long been interpreted as Coleridge's version of 
the "Growth of a Poet's \-1ind." The collection of poems opened with The Rime of 
the Ancient Mariner alrc1dy supplemented with the metafictional glossary, and 
included, for the first time in print, the later canonised version of Effusion XXXV 
77Je Eolian Harp .2 It also contained several other conversation poems, such as To 
William Wordsworth. Though the collection of poems "has been entitled 
smYLLINE LEA YES, in allusion to the fragmentary and widely scattered state in 

I Cf. J. Engel! and W . J. Bale's preface to Biographia Liieraria, in: The CullccLcd Works Of Samuel 
Taylor Colerulge, eds. J. Eni;cll & W. J. B.uc (London: PrinccLOu UP, 1983), Vol. 7, p. Iii. All further 
references to Bwgraphia Lilcr,ma (henceforward BL) concern this edition, uulcss otherwise noted. 
2 For the an.1lym of E/jit5ion ,l!ld the changes turning it mto "/1,c Eoli,111 I /,np, ,cc my "Conveniuh 
Sii;ns: Coleridi;c: Effusion XXXV," in Thu1naChronisT(2001) 19-38 . 
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which they luvc long suffered to remain,"' it tellingly cxcl11clcd the three most 
Lunuus ol Coleridge's 'lr;1t-;111elll poems,' Kuh/a Khan, Chris1abcl .mJ the Pains of 
Sleep, despite the foct that they lud .1lrcacly been published in a 1816 volume. 

111 my .1rticlc in the 2001 issue of 7hc An,,Clmmi sT, I followed the general 
criticd trrnd in cxpbinint-; the subsequent modificitions of the 1798 version of 
Lj/imn11 XXXXV into its 1817 ve rsion, The Eolian llarp, b y .1rguing that without 
1hc 111ml rclc v:1I1t exci siollS (tlut of the footnote) .111d in sertion s (that of the "one 
Life" theme), the poem would have even m o re os tensibl y subverted the aesthetic 
.rnd /o r moral principles it was supposed to deda!"l' . As a general assumption , we 
even ventured tl1e claim th.1t in poetic pr.1nicc the withdr;iw,1ls were commonly 
l·,irried out surreptitiousl y , with the complete dLicement o f their mark of 
excisio n, the trace of their past existence. 

In this paper, I will foll ow an opposite path: investig ating a false mark of 
withdrawal, I will endeav o ur to exa mine .1 passage that deliberately subverts the 
theory it is supposed to hround: the letter, written by a fictitious friend, which 
precedes the definition of l111agirut ion :it the rnd o l ch:1ptcr XIH of Biogrnphia 
Li1cr,1ri,1. 

Since i11 the m os t cek l,r.1ted chJptn, "O n the 1magi11atio 11, or escmpbstic 
power ," the ",nnl wr" imerrupt s himself in the middl e of his philosophi cal 
di squi siti on .111d i111 rodu ces J letter recommending him to rnpprcss the wh o le 
chapter ln)m the hook: 

Tl111s f.ir l1.1d the work heen trcrnscril1l'd for the pres s, w h en I received the 
!ollow1ng ll'tlcr fro111 .1 friend, whose i,1·.1ctic.1l judg ement I have h.1d .1111pk 
rt', tso n to cstim,\lc .111d revere ... 

I l he letter foll ows] 
In consequence of this very judicious letter[ ... J l sk ill co nt ent myself for 

the pr esent w ith st,ll inh the main result of the ch,1pter, ,vhich I Juve reserved 
for Llut future puh lic.1t1011, a deL1ilcd prospectus of which the reader will find 
.1t th e rl ose o f the SL'Cond volu me . 

The i111.1gi11.\lll)l1 t iic·n I co nsider cit hn .1, pri111,1ry, or scc·ond.1ry ... ' 

\Y./c· know lro111 ( .<>lnid ge's pnstl11.1l corrcspondcn cl' th.n the letter was 
wnucn by himself .mcl tlut the p:1rt ul the chapter wh ich "cmmol, when it is 
111·1111cd, ,1111n11111 tu so /1,:!c .1s ,m huniln-d ;i.1.'.!_cs" had never ex isted. As he remarks 

, "/1,c < ·u,11;•l,1t-l' ,w11c.d \\'Im/.·, ,,, .\.11111,cl ·t:,yl,n Co!c,·i.-lg,·. 2 ,·.,k. <'d. 1'.rr1t·,: I l:1rtley Colcridg,· 
( l 'J 12). 
" !JI .. p. \::)~. 
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to Thomas Curtis, "that letter addressed to my self as from a friend, at the dose of 
the first volume of the Literary Life [ ... ) was written without taking my pen off 
the p..ipcr except to dip it in the inkstand."' Thus, the definition of Imagination 
has remained groundless, or else, abstracted from its alleged but ..ictually missing 
ground. 

The reason why this chapter is so idiosyncratic in the Coleridge canon is 
twofold: on the one hand, though we arc accustomed to a self-editorial work 
erasing the changes, the withdrawal of the pages refers to a self-editorial process 
presenting a non-existent change; and on the other band, though Coleridge bas 
the most often been charged with plagiarism/' or the unacknowledged 
appropriation of someone else's voice, the introduction of the fictitious friend c;m 
be interpreted ;1s the dis::ippropriation of one's ow n. Cons equently, although the 
letter, as well as Coleridge's plagiarisms, has "often been glossed over in the 
interpretation of the Bwgraphia as a device of deferment or dissimulation [of 
bck)," 7 we nuy endeavour to interpret the intrusion of the letter as a simulation 
or counterfeit creating the effect of some hundred pages that arc and have always 
been absent. 

Critical writings making any comment on the intrusion of the fictitious 
friend tend to deal either with the functi on and the structural necessity of the 
letter in the Biographia, as a whole, or attempt to "idemify" the persona created in 
and by the letter. 

One of the most thought-provoking analyses of Chapter XIII was offered in 
1977 by Gayatri Spivak who, in her L1canian reading of Chapters Xll-XIII, 
shows the gaps and logical slippages in Coleridge's argumentation in order to 
demonstrate that "the letter :is a whole is the paradigm of th e 'symbolic' [ ... ) a 
mark of castrati on[ ... ) that allows the Law [the final definiti on of Imagination) to 
spring forth f ull-flcdgcd." 1 With this analysis, she opened the space for subsequent 
critics who interpreted the friend as the intru sion of some "male Will balancing 
the spontaneous effusions in the Biograph1a. "'1 Though Nigel Leask himself docs 
not specifically allude cll11L:, to the letter or to the friend, his overall comment on 

.'i HL, p . 300, editor's note 3. 
!, The 1mplic.n1om of Co leridge's pi.1giarisms Ill die p.1r,1digm of Rom .111ttc Irony, as well as 
Coleridge's rel.nion to the Romantic Iroms ts or the similarities between Im ,n iung practice and d1,ll 
of F riednch Schlegel do not constitute the central issue of tlm paper. 
7 David S. Ferris, "Coleridge's Ventriloqu y," Studies m Ronianuwm [SiR] 2.\ (Spnng 1985), p. 71. 
8 Gayatri Sp1v.1k, "The Lener as a Cutting Edge," Yale French Swdies (1977), p. 220. 
9 Nigel Leask, "Shelley's Magnetic Ladies," p. 61. 
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the Biographia could typify the prevailing critical opinion concerning the letter. 
Leslie Erisman, for instance, identifies the friend with the "person from Porlock" 
of the Preface to Kubla Khan, arguing that he is "the natural man who keeps 
getting in the way of the poet." 1° Following Moore's remark that "Coleridge 
perceived his inadequacies, his procrastinations, and what he called his 'diseased 
volition,' as particularly feminine traits which made him a lesser man, and not so 
manly a poet, as say, John Donne or \Xlordsworth," 11 we might even claim that 
Kenneth R. Johnston, in endeavouring to demonstrate that the fictitious friend is 
Wordsworth himself; "albeit a Wordsworth who speaks in playful Coleridgcan 
ironies" 12 (?!), is completely in line with his predecessors. Johnston's 
argumentation itself, however, is worthy of consideration, since it docs not only 
allude to the manifold relationships between Wordsworth's Recluse and the 
Biographia itself as whole, but also makes a thorough inter-textual analysis to 
demonstrate that "several parts of the letter can be regarded as a Coleridgean 
complement to the 'gothic church' in the preface to The Excursion." 

Richard Holmes, the biographer, also follows the beaten path, since he 
identifies the friend with Sarai) (Coleridge's wife), who, as our previous analysis 
has shown, H can also be considered as the personification of masculinity, of some 
castrating power, contrasting not only Asra (Coleridge's love) but the imaginary 
maids or Mme Roland from Effusion as well. 

There arc two readings which seem to stand out from the critical trend. The 
first is Jerome Christcnsen's 1

' who, contradicting Gayatri Spivak, interprets the 
letter as the return of the repressed from the unconscious "structured like 
language," while through the close reading of the Biographia and its marginal 
method he demonstrates Coleridge's anxieties to become "merely a man of 
letters." 16 Meanwhile, "not by argument or revelation is Coleridge delivered to the 
imagination, returned to himself, and rescued from the fate of becoming merely a 
man of letters," Christensen writes, "he is saved by a blank counter [i.e. by the 

10 Leslie Brisman, Romantic Orzgins (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1978). 
11 J. Moore, "Land of the Gi.mts," in Beyond Rom.inllci.sm, p. 158. 
12 Kenneth R. Johnston, Wordsworth and The Recluse (London, New I-l.1ven: Yale UP), pp 341-359. 
13 Richard Holmes, Darker Rtjlcccions (London: I-larpcr Collins, 1998), p. 400. 
14 Cf. Tim,1r, "Conversing Sigm." 
15 Jerome Christensen, Coleridge's Blessed Machine of Lang11,1ge (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1981), 
pp. 161-175. 
16 Cf. HL, Ch. 1, p. 229. 
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letter of the 'man of lcuers'] which the fancy alights on and letters into a man." 17 

The second ;malysis that can hardly be put in line with the others is Kathleen M. 
Wheeler's, 18 who pbces the Biographia in the paradigm of Romantic Irony. In a 
hermeneutic reading, she argues that the reader's imaginative activity is required 
to create unity from the fragmentary text. 

Thus, though ,it may well sound obvious to claim with the biographer that 
by the insertion of the letter, and by the allusion to the withdrawal of a hundred 
pages, Coleridge only "acknowledged his inability to ground his theory of 
imagination" and betrayed his frustration at the approaching deadline, 19 we may 
still remark that the letter remains unnecessarily long for this function. 
Furthermore, the fact that this el.iborate literary composition possesses, as its 
reception suggests, much more of the traditional (though undoubtedly undefin-
able) characteristics oi .1 piece oi art than the Biographi,1 itself might make us ask 
further questions. 

What is the role oi the false mark of withdrawal? Why docs a potential 
writing which. consiciering its "effects," cannot be simply bad has to be 
withdrawn? \\'h,n is the power that would make a posited reader "standing on his 
head''? \\'lut is the "orphic tale," the "tale obscure" to be suppressed? And 
cvcntuall:·, what role do the two parts of the letter play? 

The critiol reception of the letter will be ;1s important to our analysis as the 
lcttc:- itself: both the letter and its reception speak around the gap we arc 
imc:-csted in. The em phasis put on the "effect" of a missing o riginal is not only in 
line with post-structuralist literary theories but also with 19th century 
hermeneutics. As Tilottama Rajan claims one can 

u.icc :hrough the eighteenth century the decline of the idea th.1t literature 
should .ipproximatc to painting in o:-dcr to summon up its subject before our 
cycs, .ind its rcpbcement by a Burkc,:;.n .1csthetics of the sublime that makes us 
feel the experience instead of painting it for us. Presence comes to be located 
not in depiction but in an effect, somcthin,c, that l1J.ppcns in thc consciousness 
of the re.1dcr ... 10 

17 Christensen, pp 172-173 . 
18 Kathleen !\-1. \X' hed cr, Sources, Proces;e.< a1; a .'./cihods in Co/end,,,· ·_. Hiugraphia Li1craria 
(C.unbri<l~c. C.unbrid~e UP, 1980). 
19 Holmes, Darker Rcjlectio11s, p. 385. 
20 Tilottama Raj,m. The Supplemrnl uf Reading (!th,1ca: Cornell UP, 1990), p. 17. 
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APPROACf/ES 

How to approach a text that docs not exist and h.1s never existed? Firstly, we may 
assume that the missing passage covered by th e letter is similar to the preceding 
ones (cf. "Thus far had the work been transcribed for the press, when I received 
the following letter from a friend ."). Interestingly, however, the intensity of the 
response it provokes (" the effect on my 11mLerstanding" and "feelings") outdoes by 
far anything that we might have expected after having read the previous twelve 
and a half chapters: as if the first pan of the letter, at least, was an answer given to 
something completely different. 

It has already been remarked that critics who have analysed in detail chapter 
XIII of the Biographia generally interpret the letter either as .i hermeneutic model 
recommended by Coleridge or as the intrusion of the conscious will ("the male 
Will") in an unmasterablc stream of associations. But in acknowledging that with 
the fictitious friend Coleridge introduces a second self, they fail to remark that 
this second self actually enacts two kinds of reading: while in the first part of the 
letter describing th e effect of the chapter on his own "feelings," the friend 
compares the missing chapter to one of "our iargest Gothi c cathedrals in a gusty 
moonlight night of auwmn," in the second part, describing its possible effects on 
the "public" for whom the chapter would be "utterly incomprehensible," he 
present s it .1s the 'fragments of the winding steps of an old ruined wwer." The se two 
"illustrations" are far from being the same, despite the friend's insistence: "and 
what remains look (if I may recur lo my former illustration) lik e the fragments of the 
·wmding steps ... " 

K.ithlccn M. Wheeler argues that Coleridge asks for the reader's imaginary 
activity to reconstruct the "unity of the Biographia" from the "fragments of an old 
ruined tower." Con spicuously however, though the ,·ommon reader can indeed 
sec nothing else but fragments, "the very judici ous" friend himself docs not 
reconstruct the cathedral from the fragments, but "feels" (" the effect on my 
f cclings") as if he was placed in a gothic cathedral. His being somewhat possessed 
by the p.1ges is further cmplusised in the exampl e gi\·cn to illustrate its "effect" on 
his "understanding": as the referen ce to a previ ous footnote suggests, in this state 
of mind "man feels as if he were standing on his head, though he cannot but see 
that he is truly standing on his feet. This [is] ;1 painful sensation," men feel "an 
invo!umary dislike towards their physician" who "reslored" them "from 
derang,cme nt." 
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The identification of the two interpretative models which could permit the 
imaginary reconstructi on of at least some characteristics of the passage allegedly 
withdrawn obviously pose s some insoluble problems: not knowing the "original 
text," we cannot decide what kinds of henneneutics (the study of the relations 
between tcxtuality and reading) arc practised, that is, to what extent we should 
count with the necessary imaginary activity involv ed in (self-)rcception. As a 
result, even if we accept that it is the first part o f thl' letter which can be 
considered as the creative hermeneutic model offered by Coleridge,2' we can still 
draw a scale moving away from text to reading according to the degree to which 
the friend crc,1tes his meaning out of the missing text. Although Coleridge's 
hermeneutics as a whole is beyond the scope of this paper, three brief examples, 
taken from Coleridge him self, may ser\'e to illustrate the many degrees of the 
necessary creative inv oh ·cment of a critic who, unlike the "public" apparently 
despised, engages in a dialogue with the text. 

"Higher Criticism," the endeavour "to unite the insubtcd fragments of truth, 
and there\vitb to frame a perfect mirror [from] a higher point of view ,"22 is 
intended as a model for the hermeneutics of history, the ability to correct the false 
assumptions of the past eras from a supposedly detached vantage point. The 
definition, however, deliberately taken out of its context, can also be regarded ,ls 
the ideal of a reconstructive hermeneutics which requires the reader to synthesise 
and "elevate" into a higher unity the scmered parts of the absent whole. It is 
practised by Wheeler, for instance, who tries to reconstruct the "Unity of the 
Biographia,"21 while considcring it as the metaphor o i its O\V l1 reading. 

At the other end of the scale, that is, the further J'.V;ly from the "letter" of 
the text is the producti on of a completely new meaning ou t of a text considered as 
a mere source of inspi rJti on . This kind of experien ce is described, for instance, by 
the speaker of the Preface to Kub/a Khan who falls half-asleep upon Pur chas 's 
Pilgrimage under the "effects" of :m anodyne. The friend's words, however ("Only 
I will not promise [ ... ] to make ihc sparks and figured flashes which I am required to 
sec") ;lpparently contradict the asst11nption of his being the inspired reader par 
excellence. 

21 Wheeler, Ill lhc Creative Mind inCo!cridge's Poetry, argues that Coler idge's works exhibit their 
own re,iding and explicitl y offer a hermeneutic model requiring the imaginar y .1ctivity of the rcach.·r. 
22 T. J\she, ed .. lhc Table Talk ,md 011mi.m .1 o/S. T Coler:,f;;c, (Londou , 1923), pp. 138-139; quoted 
by McGann 111 Fhc Rum,mcic Ideology (Chic.,go: Tlic Unin '.rsity of C hic1,;o !' re", 1983), p. 6. 
23 Wheeler, Source.<, Procc.<.<es and Methods. 

85 



ANDl,EA TIMAR 

The principle of "Genial Criticism" (1814), the ability "to judge in the same 
spirit in which the Artist produced or ought to have produced" 24 might be 
rq~arded as an example of the "sympathetic" reading that recognises "the 
difference between tht.: letter and the spirit of [ ... ] writing." 20 It interestingly 
anticipates Schlciermacher's Compendium (1819) 16 which, distinguishing between a 
"grammatical" and a "psychological" reading, claims to understand the author 
better than he himself docs. Though the distinction between the "letter" and the 
"spirit" of the text was part of the English theological disputes of the time and 
represented, first and foremost, an approach to the Bible, Coleridge considered it 
as a f umbmcntal approach to all texts. In Chapter IX of Biographia Literaria, for 
instance, he says the following on Kant: 

in spite therefore of his own declarations, I could never believe, it was possible 
for him to have meant no more by his Noumenon, or THING IN ITSELF, than his 
mere words express [ ... ]. I entertained doubts likewise, whether in his own 
mind, he even bid all the stress, which he appears to do on the moral 
postulates. / An IDE/\, in the hzghcsl sense of the world, CJ.nnot be conveyed 
but by a symbol; J.nd, except in geometry . .111 symbols of necessity involve .in 
app.irent contrJ.diction, and for those who could not pierce through this 
symbolic husk, his writings were not intended. 

This separation of form from meaning has obviously two important practical 
implications. On the one hand, it tends to project on the work the reader's 
cxpecutions coming either from a familiarity with other works (by the J.uthor or 
from the cL1) or from his own "ideology" 27 of reading. These expectJ.tions arc 
obviously un.woidJ.ble in any kind of interpretation but Coleridge, despite his 
insistence on the necessity of trying to understand the author's "own mind," 
seems to be well aware of it: 

1 sh.111 not cksire the reader to strip lm mind of all prejudices, not to keep J.l! 
pnor systems uut of view during, his cx.1minJ.tion of the present. [ ... ] Till I 

24 Coleridge, Biographza L!icrari,,, ed. Shawcross (Oxford: Oxford UP. 1969), Vol. II, p. 223. 
25 CL the title of Chapter IX: "The difference between the letter and th<: spirit of Kant's writings." 
26 Though Tilottama RaJ,lll, in "fl,e Supplement of Reading, claims tlut "the separation of form from 
meaning seems to begin with Schleiermacher's semc of the need for a 'psychological' as well as a 
•~r,unmatical' or literal re.1Jing of texts" and that "this need is first articulated iu the 1819 
Compendium" (p. 37), Coleridge's sense of "Geni.11 Criticism" dearly anticip,nes Schlcicrmacher's 
ideas. 
27 I call idrnlogy, now in line with Gayatri Spivak, the imposition of a theory on a text. 
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have discovered the art of destroying the memory a partc post [a pane prius], 
without injury to its future oper.nions, ,rnJ without detriment to the 
juJgement, l shoulJ suppress the request ,1s premature. 18 

On the other hand, by putting the emphasis on the "spirit" of the work 
instead of its "letter," "Genial Criticism" also recognises that writing (the "letter") 
might threaten ("dissolve, diffuse and dissipate") the identity of meaning to such 
an extent that it has to be "recreated" in a sympathetic reading ... 29 

Nevertheless, we may bear in mind that given the absence of the "primary" 
text, the attempt to analyse the hermeneutics practised by and in the letter has to 
remain practically groundless. 

FRAGMENTAR/H' 

"In Coleridge, frai.;mcntation is not so much a phenomenon of lack but rather 
something brought about by addition confirming and, as it were, replacing the 
notion of loss,"': Fritz Gutbrodt claims in his analysis of the Preface attached to 
Kub/a Khan. His remark may also apply to Chapter XIII: through the addition of 
the letter, Coleridge both pretends to hint at and to cover a "lost original." 
Though Biographia, as opposed to the Preface of Kubla Khan, fails to perform the 
self-effacement so characteristic of prefaces, the "Literary Sketches" also prove to 
be fragmentary despite their avowed autobiographical "narration [used] for the 
purpose of giving a continuity to the work." 11 Hence, as Christensen observes, the 
Biographia "takes as its subject the possibility of the unified book: the 
fundamental stability of the grand chiasmus that the text is unified because it is 
the product of an integral consciousness and that consciousness is unified because 
it produces imegral tcxts." 12 It therefore exhibits the ,urcissistic, specular 
reLnionship between the speaking subject, the "l" ,md the text - completely in 
line with the autobiographical tradition. The Biographia, however, still remains 
frJ.gmentary and, in Christensen's words, "flirts recklessly with the idea of the 
book, as though unity WJ.s not an anchoring reality but a floating object of 

28 Iii., Clwptcr XII, p. 234. 
29 "The Secondary lm,1g,mation [ ... ] dissolves, diffuses .md dissipates in order tu rccrc,nc" (81., 
p. 304). In wlut follows here, this idea will be expanded funhcr. 
30 Gutbrodt, Fragmenlatwn /ry Decree, p. 86. 
31 BL, Ch. I, p. 1. 
32 Christensen, p. 120. 
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desire" 11 
- as if the achievement of a 11arr;1tive identity was a task impossible to 

perform. 
Literature on the frabmenury nature of Ronumic writing is endless, such as 

literature on the fr;1g,menuriness of Coleridge's poems, prose works, and 
espcciall y the Biograph/a Literaria. 14 

."\3 Christensen, p. 120. 
14 Nancy am! L1couc-L1banhcs 111 L 'absolu liui:r,;n-c (Paris: Edition du Scuil, 1978) give the most 
compr ehcmi vc account on Romantic fragment, though the y focus on the fragments of the German 
Romantic Ironists, especially Friedrich Schlegel, which, unlike the Colcridgean ones, are "intended" 
to be fragmcms and are pre sented as the only effective mode of art. It is undeniable, however, that 
both the Colcndbean and the German Ironi sts ' fragments arc incomplete works representing the 
etcrn,1l progr ess, the unfulfill ed project always to be fulfilled, the process (the becoming) as opposed 
to being. The y are endle ss potentiali ties never to achieve actual fulfilment: "the awareness of the 
always-.1lrc.1dy-losl naivete 111,1kc ,1bsolute art an .1lw.1ys-yct-w-ap pcar ". (sec also: Mellor: Eng/iJh 
Rum,mllc irony [C.1mbnd 0c, :-.I.is,.: IhrvarJ UP. 1988]. pp. 1-25). J\ccordi1q; to Nancy and Lacoue-
Labanhcs, fragments have ,\11 essentially dialogical n.nurc: on the one hand, there is an active 
dialogue between the text the reader which later has the usk to complete the fragment, while on the 
ot her hand, there is .1 tcmion , .1 dialogue between the pan and the series of pan s which do or do not 
,11110unt to the Whole. As far as English Romanticism is concerned, Macfarland (in Romanticmn 
.Jnd d,c Forms of Ruin, Princet on: Princcton UP, 1981), together with the majority of other critics of 
Rom.rnticism, such ,is Jerome McGann (in The Rom.Jntic Ideology), tend to emphasise the inherently 
f ragmcntary nature of Romantic Writing. According to McGann "What distinguishes romantic 
forms from the systematic representations of those forms [i.e. Hegcl' s) is that the formcr's 
.1spirations {and dissatisfactions) are pre served ,lt the most r.1dic1l level. Dissatisfaction cannot 
produce satisfactory account ~ of itself , only - as with Colcrid 0c - a perfect account. Coleridge's 
theory of Kom.mticism is the archetypal Rom,111tic theory - brilliant, argumentative, ceaseless, 
!llcomplctc, ,u1<! not .ilw.1ys very clear (47). lvbcF.1rl.111cl, who claims that "the reflexive pressure of 
the magnum op us nude the whole of Col eridge 's ,1ctual prose achi<;vement provisional" (p. 343), 
draws on Coleridge's symbol-allegory distincti on, 111 order to point to the always hypothetical 
nature of the w hole dut of which the realised fragment is the representative or the symbol (27). 
K,11hlcen Wheeler (d. Sou rces, Processes and .Hcd,ods) seems to share Macfarland's views, while 
cornplctinb it with the requirement of the "supplement of rc,1ding"(scc .ilso Tilottama Rajan) or the 
.,ctivity of the m1.1glllati,·c rrc1dcr being able to sec symbol in the fr.1gmc11t. Others, mainly post-
,trunuulist theorists, how e,·cr, following \'f.i!tcr Benjamin 's ideas 011 the ruin and its reLnion sh1p 
w1d1 the frabmt: nt accordi n,; to which "[a]llcborics arc in the rc,ilrn of thoughts, what ruins are in 
the rl'.ilm of things"' .(The Orig ms of German Tr.;gic Drama, tr.rns. John Osborne [London: New Left 
Books, 1977), p. 178), ,1rguc th ,n the fragment is the allegory par excellence, since it reveals man's 
temporal prrdicamcnt, the csscnti.il disjuncti on bs:twcen the idea and its representation, the world 
.ind the word, the inscribed sign and its matcri ,11 embodiment, etc. In spite of these, it seems to be 
ohviom th.11 whether ,1 part is ,1 ,ymbol or an .1llq;ory is mamly a qucstio11 of rc,1di11i;. 
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As already mcnLioncd , Lhe friend's leu er, by ;1 curious mis c-en-abyme cffecl, 
mir ro rs Lhe mis sing p;1gcs back n ot only as "the fragments of the w indin g steps of an 
old ruined lower," thus bying 6;1re the insuffi ciency of Lhe pages to reflect back an 
inLcgrated self, buL ,1lso as a "Gothic cathcclrnl" - Lriggering ., response similar to 
the intuition of the sublime. 

The effect of mathemati ca l sublime illu stL1ted by Kant as "the bewilderment 
or sort of perplexit y which, as is s,1id seizes Lhe visitor on firsL entering St. Peter's 
in Rome" 15 also implies fragm entarity. As Neil Hertz argues, it arises out of 
"sheer cog nitive exhau stion [ ... ] the mind blocked by the fear of losing count -
wiLh no hop e of br inging a long series o r v,\st sc 1Llcri11g under some son of 
conceptual un ity. " 1

'· And the friend 's account on the possible public reception of 
the missing pag es is clearly reminiscent of the descripti on of the mathematical 
sublime: "you ha·vc done too m11ch, ytt no, enou gh ... , you ha'uc hcen oblzged lo omit 
so many links ... , c.rnnu: ,uno1mt w so fiuic ,1s a hundr ed p,ig,cs .. . " Howev er, as Kant 
;irguc s, "true subl11nit\' mu sL be sought only in the mind of the judging Subject," 
that is, not in the ou t w.ir d object that occ1sions it. Th e friend himself , unlike the 
comm on rc.1dcrs, is also able to surmount the difficulty: the state of mind in 
\,·hich he !us "th e distinct conne ction between lwo conccplwrzs, without thal 
,mwuorz of such connection which is supplied fry hahii. " 11 an d which provokes .1 
·'chil ly sensation of terror" (1) is fo llowed by a sudden positive movem ent, "1hcn 
suddenly emerging into hroad yet visiona ry lights." The p rocess is clearly ;in;ilogous 
to th e experience o f the sublim e "brought ,,bout by the feeling of a m o mentary 
che ck to the vital forces followed at once by a discharge .111 the more powerful." 18 

Or, as Hert z exp bin s, by the mind's "b loc kage" ;ll .1 '·v,ist sc.Hlcr in g"( its awe 

.'IS Kant, '/lJc Cnw1ue of J11dgc111cn,. t~.rns. J. C. M acditl 1 (Oxiord : Oxfor d UP, 1997), p. 100. 
(I Irn cdo rw;ird ref erred to a, CJ.) 
.,6 Nei l l kn z, "Tli t: Notion of 13lucb~ c in the Litaa tun : of titc Sub limt: ," m: The /:'ruL of the Line 
(;\Jew York: Col umbi.1, 1985), p. 40; d. h.mt: " T o take in .1 qu.1111um intuiti vely in the imag in ation 
"' .1, tu be .1blc t u u1c it ,1s " measure. u :· un,t for estimaung 11u,;11itudc by numbers, involves two 
opc r.n ions oi tlm i.,c"uhy: apprc/Jcnsio,: (.,pprchrnsw) and comprehension (comprchmsiu) ( ... ] ii the 
appr ehe n sion !us tc.1cl1cd .1 pomt beyond ,.vhich the rq.Jr e, cnt,Hions of sensuo us mtuiti on i11 the c1sc 
nf th e p.trts first ,tpprchcHlkd begin to disappear from the imagination .ts this ,1dvanccs to the 
,tpp rc hcns io n of ye t ntl1~rs. ,ts much , the n, is los t at 0 11c end ,ts is gained at the other, and for 
co111prd1cusio11 we get .1 :n.n1 111u111 which t!1~ imagi11.u10n ca11not exceed ... (C/, F· 99) 
37 The footnot e the fricnJ refers to will be qu oted und er t he hc.1din g: "The !\i1ssmg Part: Standing 
011 One's [-le.id ... 
38 Kant, CJ, p. 'J 1. 
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mingled with terror) w is followe d by a pos1t1ve mental movement, "the mind's 
exultation in its own rati ona l faculties, in its ability to think a totality that cannot 
be taken in through the senses." 40 Thus, the introduction of the fictitious reader, 
this scriptor (or rather: editor) interrnptus effect which imp oses an artificial image 
of synthesis, or else, totality, on the supposed heterogen eity of the text rescues the 
writ er from the danger s of being lost in the "eternal mobility," the "chaos" of 
significrs . (Later, we will also consider how this excess, this abyss, as well as the 
totality become themati sed in the letter.) 

However, as the primar y text itself is nothin g but an as if, the sheer lack of 
self-repre sentation, the sub lime trickery with the lett er - though consolidating 
indeed the idea of the self as a whole - also serves as the most effective means to 
simulate, to create the effect of a non-representable, .1lways-already-lost "original" 
which , on its turn, would suggest an always-yet-to-appe ar "wholeness." Since 
wh ,n the letter shows up the most conspicuously is the inherent incompleteness, 
the endless deferral of the "W"ork" : "as fur the public, I clo not hesllatc a moment in 
advising and urg,ing yu11 10 w ithd ra·w chc Ch,1ptcr from 1hc present work, and lO 

reserve it for your ,mnounced treat ise on the Logos or communicative in tellect of Man 
and Deity," wr ites the fictiti ous friend to "Coleridge." 

Intere stingly, apart from pointing to the gap between the Eternal Idea (the 
whole) ;md its temporal textual manifestation (the part), the letter, covering a 
fr,1gment from the p,1rt, suggests the unrealisability of a textual whole (the 
"tr e,itise on the Logos") 41 which would be in a synecd ochic relationship with the 
Idea. Thus, the reason why this false mark of withdrawal is so idiosyncratic is the 
Lict that neither the part , nor the whole exist - as if the tr ace of absence was in 

59 l'r :111co 1, I ,y otard. cxp l,1ini n).; t!ic Kam ian sublime (in Lc,;01;., 111 :he / lnalyuc of the Sublime, tr .m s. 
E. Rottcnbeq; [Stanford U111vi:rsity Pres s, 1994], p. 1 lC), cxplirnly co 1111ccts the "momentary check 
o f the vital forces" to the l.\urkc.111 hor ror "beyond tim .ibsolute of presen tati on thinking encounters 
the uureprcs cntablc [ ... ] and ·;.·h.it Burke calls horror, t.1kcs hold of it. " 
40 1 krtz, p. 40. 
41 CLiirc Miller Colombo, 111 her analy sis of this much debated p,1ssagc of "/YJe Statcs111,m ·s Manual 
{"the symbol [is] the translucenc e o f the Eternal through and in th e temporal"), .1lready points to th e 
LKt th.1t l' .1ul de Man, in "The Rhetoric of Tcmpo r.ility," h.is left out of consideration the fact that 
d ie symb ol-allcF,ory distinction w.1s pan of Coleridge's exegetical the ory . "The paragraph foll ow ing 
the famed St.ncsman's Manual p.1ssJge ( ... ) explains how the finite ,111d the iufinite arc con summ :ncd 
111 scripture " (CL1ire Miller Colombo, "Co ler idge·, i\nim.n,on of the 'De.id Lcucr, "' in : SiR 35 
[1')%) , p. 30). 
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itself the "part" referring both back to an always already lost "original" and 
forward to a never to be attained textual '\v holeness." 

It seems thercf ore that we may also regard the letter, the allusion at the 
missing part of the missing whole (the hole in the whole) as ;1 hint at some "deep 
Romantic chasm." 

THE SECRET BEff!ND THE LETrER 

Thus, the readers' desire and curiosity ;u-e ;1rnused not only by a fr~1gment 
seducing them into an imaginary completi on , not only by the charm of the 
"symbolon" requiring the other half, the receiver's imagin ary response to be able 
to signify, but also by the simubtion of some hidden, yet unavailable knowledge. 

Meanwhile, Coleridge's "friend," or person;1 (mask), by seemingly covering a 
hundred pages docs not only point .ll .rn existent but hidden knowledge, but by 
commemoratin,; (mur<le:-ing) the ·'voice," he .1lso creates the effect of a "vo ice" 
that he, by the same token, saves from the self-murderous power of writing. 
Thu s, though the omniscient Author becomes indeed nothing else but an effect of 
signifiers (the letter), this "nothing else" is in bet the m ost effective means to 
suggest "presence" and "knowledge" where there is but ;1 g;1p, a lack and, 
ultimately, absence . 

In what follows, I will tr y to show th ro ugh close re.1ding of the letter that 
the withdrawal of the pass;1ge is not mcrd y .1 necessary me.m s w create the effect 
of a "lost original." V/e will examine what "knowledge" the missing pages imply 
and whether the "conversi on" they cnL1il can be connected to the concluding 
definiti on of Imagination, generally considered as an .in of bith taken in the 
Symb ol. 

771c mi ssin g part: standing 01: one's head 

The friend co111p:1rcs d1e effect of the chapter o n his und erstanding Lo a state of 
mind whid1 is the .rntithesis of that in which nun is, when "lie nukes a bull." The 
"bull" is defined by Coleridge, in a footnote .1uachcd to Chapter lV, as "the 
bringing together of two incompatible thoughts, with the scrzst7llon but without 
the sense of their con nect ion." As an example , he gives the sentence , "/was" fine 
child, hue t!Jl"y changed me"; and cxpbins: 

91 



A N I, I\ E /\ T I M /\ I\ 

the first conception expressed in the word "/," is thJL of perso1ul identity - Ego 
co111cmplans: the second expressed in the word "me" is the visual image or object 
by which the mind represents lO itself its pc1st condition. N ow the ch;:ingc of one 
visual image to the other contains in itself no absurdity, ;:ind becomes absurd only 
by its immediate juxt;:iposition with the first thought, which is rendered possible 
by the whole attention being successively absorbed in each singly, so .is not to 
notice the interj,1cent notion, "changed" which by its congruity with the first 
thought, /, constitutes the bull. Add on! y that this process is facilitated by the 
circumstance of the words "f' and "me," being sometimes equivalent, and 
sometimes having a distinct meaning; sometimes, namely, signifying the act of 
self-consciousness, sometimes the extern.11 image in .ind by which the mind 
represents that act to itseli, the result .rnd symbol of its individuality. Now 
suppose the direct contr.H)' state, and you will h;:ivc the distinct connection 
between two conceptions, without that scnsalwn of such co nnection which is 
supplied by h.1bit. The nun feels, as if he were standing of his head, though he 
cannot but sec, that he is truly standing on his feet. This, as a p;:iinful sensation, 
will of course have ,1 tendency to ;1ssoci,1te itself with the person who occ;:isions 
it; even as pcrsom, who h;:ive by p;:iinf ul meam restored from derangement, ;:ire 
known to feel ;111 involuntary dislike for their physician .·12 

As \\/heeler remarks, the footnote, being a bull in itself, "plays out the drama 
which it describes." On the one hand, it can indeed be regarded as the metaphor 
of itself and, we may add, that of the Bwgraphia as well: the sample sentence 
exemplifying the problem of self-knowledge, the relationship between the subject 
and the positing of the subject thus objectified, is both one of the central issues of 
Romantic thinking and the problem of autobiography itself. 

On the other hand, the footnote also makes a comment upon the poetics of 
genius. Firstly, attached to Chapter IV ("The Lyrical Ballads with the preface ... "), 
it expbins reviewers' op position to Wordsworth' s th eo ries, who, unlike the 
friend, refuse the remedy of their "physician." In their "opinion of long 
continuance," they do not let themselves persuaded either by the Preface, nor by 
the Lyrical Balli,cls themscl vcs that 

bir is foul, and foul is fair; 
in other words th.1t they h.1d been ;:ill their lives .1Jmiring without juJgemenL, 
.111d were now about to cen sur e without reJson.'' 

42 BL, Cl.. IV, pp. 72-73. 
43 BL, Ch. IV, p. 72. Note the ,11lusion to Macl,c1h. 
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These critics sLrnJ therefore in contr.1st with Ll1e friend, who writes: '' 77]()5£' 
whom I had been l,rnghL to vener,!lc as dmosl super human ... , I juund perched in liulc 
frcl-work niches, as grotesque dwarfs, while the grolesr1ues, in my hithcrlo hclicf, swud 
guarding the high Altar with all the chm1clers of Apotheosis." Thus, apan from the 
bet that the analogy between Wordsworth's poe try and the withdrawn pages is 
anticipated well before the quotation, "wuh a few of the words alccrcd," from To 
William WonLsworlh, the direct contrast between cnucs responding LO 

Wordsworth and the friend responding to the missing page s makes it clear tlut 
the fictitious friend cannot be Wordswonh him self - not even a Wordsworth 
"who speaks in playful Coleri<lgean - ;md that Kenneth Johnston 's 
analysis contains a logical slippage. 

Secondly, we may contrast the state of mind of the o ne who "makes a hull" -
his "attention being successively :ibsorbcd in c:ich [inuge] singly," to the "middle 
state of mind more strictly appropriate to the imaginalzon than any other when it 
is hovering between tw o irn.iges." Coleridge spoke of Miltnn's pm:try in his 7th 
Lectun.: (1S11) \,·ith these \Vords, quoting the same p.1ss,1he from f>aracl1sc Losl as 
the fictitious friend docs in his letter: "If substance may be called what shad ow 
sccm 'd, for e.ich seemed either!" In the 7th lecture, .ifter quoting Milton , 
Coleridge goes on to say: 

the gr;:indest efforts of poetry ;1re where the inugin.nion is called forth, not to 
produce a distinct form, but a strong working of the mind, still offering what is 
still repelled, ;:ind ;1g;1in cre;:iting wlut is ;:igciin rejected; the result being what the 
poet wishes to impr ess, n:1mcly the substitution of ,l ,:1h!1mc feeling of the 
unim.iginable for a mere i:nJgc.'; 

Thus, in the greatest kind of poetry, inuginati on provokes .1 sublime effect 
and its "hovering" or "wanrin g" between image s contributinh to the sublime 
contrasts both "un<lerstandini;" where the mind is .. fixed 0 11 one imai-;e"·1" and th e 

44 Cf. Johnston, "The Rcclmc aud the Bio;r,1phia Litcrari,1," pp . .333-3(,3. 
45 Coleridge, S'1.d.:c.-;x,irc<111 Critici.<m, ed. T. :--.1. Raysor (Lo n,l on: Evcrym,m's Lihr.1ry. l':1(,0), Vol. 2, 
pp. 103- 104. 
46 Cf. Kant, p. ':!0: "Tlic ,ublimc is to be iound in .111 obJ<:cl cvcu devoid ol form so L1r as it 
1mn11.:Jiatcly mvolvc s, or b:· its presence provokes, a rcp: ·escnta tio11 of lin1itlcssness, yet with a 
super.1dded thought of tot.iii,:·," and p. 1C7: "Tbc mind feels itself set /11 11101:011 ... This movement 
c. 111 be ,olllp,1r cd w ith a vib r.1t 10 11, i.e. w ith r.1pi<lly altcrn.n:11i; H'pulsion .111d ,lltra ctio n produced by 
ouc and I lie s:1me Object." 
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surprise provoked when, "making a bull," the "attention [is] being successively 
absorbed in each [image] singly." 

This "hovering," this state of betweenness emerges many times in the 
Biographia in connection with the poetic genius. The Absolute Genius, for 
instance, characterised by a "sanity of mind between superstition with fanaticism 
on the one hand, and enthusiasm with indifference and a diseased slowness to 
action on the other," "rest content between thought and reality as it were an 
intermundium" 47 It seems therefore that the "sanity of the mind" of the genius 
(such as Milton's or Shakespeare's) contrasts both Coleridge's youthful 
"bewilderment with metaphysicks" 48 (sic!), this "mental disease" proper to some 
"abstruse research" 4

~ (sec also: Dejection, an Ocie, line 89), and the "derangement" 
or blindness of those (such as the friend's) who have later become, "by painful 

d,, b " h . h . . ""0 means restore y t cir p ysic1an. · 
Unsurprisingly, though the friend refers indeed to the missing pages as a 

remedy against some illness, his "practical judgement," "taste and sensibility 
preclude ;1ll excuses." For "negative faith," 51 or "the willing suspension of 
disbclicf" 52 must be triggered both by the work of Jrt (hovering between images, 
"without either denial or affirmation of their real cxistence" 51

) and the attitude of 
the reader himself: the sublime docs not result from the object of perception (the 
text) but from the mind, the rc;1son's response to it. ThJt is, the kind of re;1ding 
which renders the sudden "illumination" (cf. "suddenly emerging into broad yet 
vzslonary lights") and the mind's conversion (" Those whom I had been taught to 
venerate as almost super hum,m ... ") possible requires first an attitude of openness, a 
rea<liness similar to the one which permits the reception of some divine grace. 

However, despite the fact dut the image of the "cathedral" where the friend 
has been "placed" could constitute a cbim for the presence of the divine in the 
withdrawn pages, a closer analysis reveals that the "pharmacon" docs not possess a 
soothing effect. Although the friend is standing on his head knowing that he is 
truly standing on his feet, the mirror keeps bringing about bewilderment. 

47 Iii., Cl1. JI, p. 52 
48 BL, Ch. II, p. 15 
49 BL, Ch. 11, p. 17. 
50 Note Coleridge's recurring metaphors of physiul ,md mcnt,i! sickness. 
51 BL, Ch. XXII, p. 134. 
52 BL, Ch. XIV, p. 6. 
53 UL. Ch. 22. p. L\4. 
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The Fall 

Conspicuously enough, the inter-textual references made by the friend all contain 
the motif of the fall. Firstly, though the Biographia has long been interpreted as 
Coleridge's version of the "Growth of the Poet's Mind," Coleridge refers to the 
Prelude in To William Wordsworth as 

An orphic song indeed, 
a song divme of high and passionate truths 
to their own music chaunted! 

01. 45-47, my italics) 

whereas the "friend" refers to the missing pages as 

1\n orphic talc indeed, 
a ule ohscure of high .111d passionate thoughts 
to .1 strange music chaunted! (my italics) 

Though we might claim with other critics that these lines reflect, as many others, 
Coleridge's "inferiority complexes" towards Wordsworth, an awareness of the fact 
that he is "less" than his friend, the changes from "divine" to "obscure," from 
"truths" to "thoughts" and from "song" to "tale" also imply the moment of fall 
from the unarticulated, organic and harmonious world of unity into the 
articulated and self-differing world of language. 

Meanwhile, the adjectives "obscure" and "strange," just like the noun "talc," 
allude to the presence of the supernatural (ideally procuring "the willing 
suspension of disbelief") that, in Coleridge's poetry, generally accompanies the 
theme of the fall (cf. The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, Christabe0, the trespassing 
of the "line" between life and death. Chapter XllI itself, moreover, actually ends 
with the promise of a "critical essay of the uses of the Supernatural [ ... ] which the 
reader will find prefixed to the poem of The Ancient Mariner." This promise, just 
like the tre;nise on the Logos of which the missing pages would be a part, remains 
unf ulfillcd. 

The absence of Joy (traditionally, the inter-communion of mind ;inJ nature) 
is further emphasised by the fact that instead of Coleridge's characteristically 
"organic" or natural metaphors expressing the power of both "poetic" and 
"philosophic" imagination, we find the contrary extreme here, the image of a 
cathedral. "Architecture exhibits the greatest extent of the difference from nature 
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which mJ.y exist in works of J.n"' 4 
- ,is Coleridge claims in On Poesy or Arl (1818). 

To the Gothic church, we mJ.y comp,u-c, for instance, Coleridge's intentions 
concerning \11c Biographw expressed in Chapter IV ("My friend [i.e. Wordswonh] 
has drawn a masterly sketch of the brJ.nches with their poetic fruitJ.ge. I wish to 
add the trunk and even the roots"'') ,is well as his bmous description of the 
philosophic inugination."' 

On the other hJ.nd , we m;.1y also recall Johnston' s claim that "severJ.l parts 
o f the letter cm be rcg:1rded as :1 Coleridgc;111 complement tn the 'gothic church' 
in the pre Lice to The Excursion." Though critics generally consider the 
Biographia as Coleridge's version of The Prelude, the withdrawn pages 
themselves arc not pan of the Biogrnphia: they arc :rnnounced to appear in the 
"grci1l hook on the CONSTRUCTIVE PHILOSOPHY." As if the Biographia itself was 
merely a pref.ice to that future work never written. Coleridge himself, in 
reflecting upon the Biographia alludes to \'v'ordswonh's Excursion, intended as ;1 
part of The Recluse - never completed: "I earnestly so licit the good wishes and 
friendly p,nience of my readers, while I thus go sound ing on my dim and 
perilous way." 07 In the Preface to the Excursion, Wordsworth says: "The 
prq);lratory poem [i.e. The Prelude] i~ biogr:1phic1l [ ... ];and the two Works [The 
Prelude and 1hc Ree/we:] have the same kind o f relati on to e;1ch other[ ... ] as the 
ante-chapel h.1s to the body of a gothic church." "' It seems therefore, that the 
future grc.ll book containing the missing pages compared to ,1 Gothic c1thcdr;1l, 
;11.:tu.1lly parallel the future Recluse, "a philosophical [!] poem," or Gothic 
church. All the more so, since while friend hints at a future prospectus to the 
"1muisc on the Logos," Wordsworth presents a Prospectus to the Recluse. 
Consequently, if The Recluse parallels the future gre;ll work on the Logos, the 
missing pages par:1llcl the mis sing p,1n of the Rcclwc . 

Yet, the image of the Gothic chur..:11 docs not seem to suggest "Beauty, Love, 
,md Hope," as Wordsworth's Prospectus docs. First of all, it is underpinned by a 
qut>Lllion frolll Chrislahcf: "No ·w m glimmer, and now in .~loom." Tellingly, 

=,4 Colcri di:,c, "Ou l'oc,y or J\rt" (18IS) m Sb,1wcross's edition of 8iog,·,1ph1,1 L11cran,1 (Oxford: 
Oxlord UP, 1%9), Vol. 2, p. 21.,1. 
:'i:'i 131 •. Cl1. IV. p. 88. 
',(, Cl. 8/,, Ch. XU, p. 242: "They ,mcl on ly they c111 acquire the philosupllll : 1111ai:,u1,1tioo, tl1c ,,1crcd 
power of self-intuition, who wit hin them selves c 111 imcrpr ct .l!ld understand the ;ymbol, that th e 
wi11p of the air-sylph arc form111h within the skin of the cttcrpill.,r ... " 
57 UL, Ch. :i, I'· 104 (allusion lo Wordswonh's Excur sion, iii.71 ::J). 
SS '/1w !Vur.<:., of lVillzam Wu rd«rn rth (Wordsworth Editions Ltd., 1994) , p. 7:;,1. 
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Chrislcibcl was not only excluded from Sibyl/me Lctwcs but was also cast out by 
Wordsworth from Lyrical Ballads It is an obsrnrc L,le indeed: the story of 
Christabel's fall. It is also a gothic story, the metaphor of the cathedral. The line, 
"Now in glimmer, and now in gloom" itself succeeds the well-known "threshold 
scene" of Christabel ("And Christabel with might and main / Lifted her up, a 
weary weight, / Over the threshold of the gate: / Then the bely rose again"), 
when Christabel and Geraldine 

Steal their way from stair to stair, 
Now in glimmer and now in gloom, 
And now they pass the Baron's room 
As still as death, with stifled breath 1 

(11. 168-171) 

This passage through her father's room ,mticipJ.tes Christ,,bcl's fall, JS J rite of 
passage from innocence to experience. 

The friend's reading experience ("to ha1x known only our light azry modern 
chapels of case, and then for the first time to have been placed, ancL left alone, in one of 
01ir f,irgcst Gothic cathedrals in a gusty moonlight night of autumn 'now in glimmer, 
and now in gloom"') might therefore be Jnalogous to Christabcl's, lured and 
possessed by Geraldine: 

So deeply had she drunken in 
That look, those shrunken serpent eyes, 
[ ... ] 
i\nJ thus she stood, in di,.zy tr.mcc, 
Still picturing that look asbncc 
With forced unconscious symp.::ahy ... 

(11. 601-609. my italics) 

Meanwhile, both the friend's reading of the pages and Christabcl's rc.,ding in 
Geraldine's eyes lead to the breaking of an illusion, the conclusion of which will 
turn out to be the s.une: "fair is foul, and foul is fair." 

As far as Chrzstabel is concerned, Susan Eilenberg remarb, "Geraldinc's 
evil is her phenomenological duplicity, her failure to appear as she is [ ... ]. She 
makes clear what representation implies: not self-evidence, as Wordsworth 
w;mted to believe, the natural expression o-f one's own being, but the subversion 
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of identity." '') And this sub versive force 1s unbearable. C hristabel tnes to send 
Geraldine away: 

By my mother' soul do I entre,n 
Th,u thou thi s womJn send ,1way! 
She sJ.id: J.nd no m o re she could not s,1y: 
For w hJt she knew '.die coul d not tell, 
O 'er-ma ster ed by the mighty spell. 

(ll. 604-620) 

Thu s, although it is Gera ldine who casts a spell on Christabel, the way the 
friend casts the pages out o f the boo k rather parallels Christabcl's attempt to send 
Ge raldine away. As if th e mi ssing pages could be pers onified by Geraldine, th e 
evil, female power to be cut off, by all means. But simibrly to Geraldine who in 
bet has never lcfl the castle (Christabcl is unfinished), the potential evil of writing 
seem s to be undcstroyablc : though some pages can be cut out from the text, texts, 
as the very existence of the allusions shows, cannot be annihilated. 

O n the ut hc:· hand , die Lict tlut the lrirn d cann ot tell ·what the missing p ,1gcs 
,1ctually arc, and that on ly the "effect" of the p,1gcs c1n be to ld, from which readers 
of the Bzo.~r,1phl,1, similarly to the readers of the poem, have to conJttrc up what 
luppcncd, equally points to th e possible analogy between Christabel and the 
f ricn<l. 

Imcresting!y enough, the "phenomenological duplicity" of the p;i,ges, 
undermining any faith in th e symb ol ("the translucen ce of the Eternal through 
.111d in the ternpor;i,l") cmeq:;cs once again from an inter-textual reference, as if 
from the chaos o f sign ificrs: ,vhil e the .1pp.1rent "illumination scene" of the 
Gothic church is und ermi ned by the allusion mad e to Christa/Jc/, the "co nversion 
scen e" itself i~ rendered ambiguou s by an other intertcxtual refe rence, by a 
quotation from Par,,dlsc Lost: 

, )r sub sLancc might he c,1ll'J Llut shadow seem\!, 
!-'or c.1d1 ~ccm'd cither!'· 0 

59 Elinchcq.;. The Su·,mgc Pou·cr of \oeech, p. 80. 
60 Edmund Burke, in 11 l'/11/usophical Enquiry 111/0 the On gm uf Our !clc,,s 011 tf.,c Suhlimc and the 
lic.11,11/i,/ (0xf ,,,·,i: Oxford Ul', l'J'JC), pp . SS-5&, qu o te s the ,.Hile pass.ii:;,· Imm !1-'lilton's /'a radi.<c I .m l 

to umlerlm c !m .:Lti111 th,n "(to) m.1kc any thi nh very terr ib le , obscurit y \Cl'lllS in i;cneral tn h" 
lll'Ct'SS,\r)'. 
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Unsurprisin 6ly, these lines .ire uken from the desc ripti on of the 6ates of fie//: 

Before the C;1tes there s.n 
On cith er sidc .1 formid.1blc slupe; 
The one sccm'd \Xlom.111 to the w.1stc, .1nd/11r, 
But ended/011/ in many .1 scJ!y fou ld [ ... ] 

[ ... ] 
The other slupe, 

If shape it might be call'd tlut sh.1pc lud none 
Distini_;uisluble in member, joynt, or limb , 
O r sub stance might be c1ll'd th ;ll sh.ldow secm'd, 
Fo r each seem'd either; bb..:k it stoo d as Nihht, 
Fierce as ten Furies, tcrribl..: .is I Jell, 
:\ nd , hoo k J drcJdful DJrt ... 

(Book JI, my it.dies) 

First of all, we 111.1:,- notice that there is an unexpected similarity bet wecn the 
wonhng oi the witches in Macbeth "Fair is foul, and foul is fair" - with which 
Co leridge ch.1LKteriseJ, in cluptcr IV, the effect of Wordsworth's poetry - :mJ 
!vlilton's description of the first "shape" at the gat es of Hell. But while the 
witches' words, at least according to the interpre t ati on Co leridge gives in chapter 
IV (sec above: "Fair is foul and foul is fair, / in o th er words tlut they had been all 
their lives admiring without judgement, .mcl \HTC 11...,w ;1hout to censure without 
reason" rd), refer to the sudden rC\·cl.1tion 0i Truth lcadin 6 to the subversion o f 
habit or received opinions, in :Vlilton's Hell, the W oman is indecipherable: she 
seems fair to the waste, but ends foul. Her evil consists in t he dissirnubtion of her 
true nature, in the contradicti o n between signifier and signifieJ. 

Furthermore, despite the interpretation gi vcn in the Bwgrnphia, the no tes 
taken at Coleridge's lecture o n Macbeth mak e th e :·cn1.1rk that, accordin g LO 

Co leridge, the evil char;tetcr of the Weird Sisters cunsists in their duplicity: 

the exquisite judg em ent o f ShakespeJrc is shown in nothing more thJn in the 
different l.rn6u.1gc of the Witches with each oth er, .md with those whom they 
.1ddrcss: the former displays a certJin fierce familiarit y , i_;roLesqueness mingled 
with terror; the Liller is alwJys solemn, dark and mysterious."' 

61 BL, Cl1. i\' . p. 72. 
62 Shakespearean CriLicm11, \ ' ul. ::?., p. 220. 
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Interestingly, though these words arc only the interpretation of Coleridge's own 
words (which, on their turn, might have been taken from A. W. Schlegel), they 
nuy remind us, on the one hand, of the possible difference between the missing 
hundred pages and the letter covering it, and on the other, of the friend's response 
to the letter (" Those whom I had been taught to venerate as almost super-human in 
magnitude of intellect, I found perched m Little fret-work niches, as grotesque 
dwarfs ... "), as if the missing pages could luve suddenly unveiled the "true" nature 
behind some false appearance, or else, to make an important precision, as if the 
friend's reading of the p;1ges amounted to ;1 sudden revelation of truth. 

Meanwhile, the rdcrences to Christabcl, to Paradise lost and to Macbeth all 
show up the world of allegories: a fallen, temporal world with a fragmented, 
discontinuous relationship between the signifier (the word), the signified (the 
concept, the idea or God) and the reference (the perceivable world or the 
universe). Conspicuously, the friend's discourse, from a thematic point of view, 
seems to deny any reference to a meaning previously established, as it would be 
proper to allegory. The shapes "all decked with[ ... ] mystic symbols" point to truths 
not yet revealed . From a rhetorical point of view, however, these "holy insignia" 
changing the significance of ceruin "names" arc in fact not brought about by a 
sudden divine revebtion but firstly, by a new interprct.nion (i.e.: the missing 
pages) correcting previous ones, and secondly, by the reading of this new 
interpretation (i.e.: the letter) . The relationship between the temporal ("the 
names") and the eternal ("with all the characters of Apotheosis") is therefore 
cst:iblishcd through two acts of reading, irrevocably (re)covering the original text. 
Hence, the friend's letter reveals, among others, the tempor:il nature of meaning 
artificially attributed to the sign, while suggesting a possible discontinuity 
between the signifiers (" fair") and the signified (" foul"). 

Meanwhile, the shadows arc indistinguishable from the substances : each 
seems either . In a curious way, therefore, the quotation given by the friend ("If 
substance may be call'd what shadow scem'd, / For eJCh scem'd either") to 
support the rcvelational nature of the missing pages ("Jn short, what I had supposed 
substances were thinned away into shadows, while every where shadows were deepened 
u1to substances") has .i. contrary effect: though allegory itself is, in principle, 
unambiguous (one sibnifier for one well determined signified), the :illusion itself 
points to the ambiguity or undccidability (d. "obscurity") of the text: we onnot 
decide whether the significrs refer to shadows or to substances, or whether they 
arc themselves shadows or substances: e;1eh seems either. 
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Turning back to our previous reference: Geraldine and Christabel mirror 
each other at a certain point: "Fair is foul and foul is fair" and each seems either. 
Christabel 

[ ... ] passively did imitate 
That look of dull and treacherous hate! 
And thus he stood, in dizzy trance, 
Still picturing that look askance ... 

01. 605-608) 

On the other hand, the friend's allusion to Milton is conspicuously reminiscent of 
Macbeth's "reading" of the witches, quot ed by Coleridge in his notes to the 
lecture on Macbeth: 

BANQUO \\'.!hither are they Ya.nished) 
lv!ACBETH Into the air, and Kh.1t seem'd corporeal melted 

As breath into the wind. ''' 

Apart from the evil character of the witches, Coleridge's notes emphasise as 
well that Macbeth generally misinterpret s the signs. The sentence "Before he 
[Macbeth] can cool, the confirmation of the tempting half of the prophecy 
arriws .. . " (my italics) suggests that Macb eth captures only a fragment from the 
whole message so as to construct a (false) meaning, while the words "Macbeth 
mistranslates the recoilings and ominous "·hispers of conscience" 64 clearly point to 
the fact that the play can also be regarded as the re-enactment of the consequences 
of a process of misreading. 

As a result, though the friend, unlike Macbeth, proves to be a "good" 
reader and can endow the chaotic, equivocal signifiers with the "right" meaning, 
both the gap between the signifiers and the signified and the equivocal, double 
nature of the signifiers break the Neo-Platonic illusion of the one Life or the 
One Meaning. 

63 Shakespearean Criticism, Vol. I , p. 61. 
64 Shakespearean Criticism, Vol. 1, pp. 62, 72. 
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!MA GINA TION DISCONNECTED 

Though Henry Nelson Coleridge's editorial notes to Coleridge's notes are also 
only a reading of Coleridge's own, his summary is worthy of consideration: 

Their [the witches'] character consists in the imaginative disconnected from the 
good; they are the shadowy obscure and fearfully anomalous of physical nature, 
the lawless of human nature, - elemental avengers without sex or kin: / Fair is 
foul and foul is fair; / Hover thro' the fog and filthy air (my italics).65 

But if there are two kinds of "imaginative," one connec ted to and one 
disconnected from the "good," then the missing pages themselves, in spite of the 
friend's "good" reading, do not appear (!) to be in any way connected to the 
"Infinite I AM." The reader's role therefore becomes of utmost importance. In 
order to surmount the "gulph" of signifiers, he has to make an arbitrary cut: 

THESIS X: even when the Objective is assumed as the first, we yet can never 
pass beyond the principle of self-consciousness. Should we attempt it, we must 
be driven back from ground to ground, each of whic h wou ld cease to be the 
Ground the moment we pressed on it. \Ve must be whirl'd down to the gulph 
of infinite series. But this would make our reason baffle the end and purpose of 
all reasons, namely, unity and system. Or we must break off the series arbitrarily, 
and affirm an absolute something that is in and of itself at once cause and effect 
(causa sui), subject and object, or rather absolute identity of both (my italics). 66 

This paragraph underlines our claim that the "conversion" may not imply 
the giving up of one belief for another, but the recognition that the search for 
meaning may lead into an abyss with no ground. Hence, in order for the reader to 
"recreate" the Meaning, he "must break off the series arbitrarily." Thus, while the 
letter is a reading or interpretation brought about by an arbitrary cut from a 
(missing) text, it constitutes, by the same token, the very cut by which the 
definition of Imagination, this act of faith taken in the Symbol, becomes 
abstracted from its evil and ultimately fallen ground. Meanwhile, the dialogue 
between the (missing) text and its reader reflects up on the workings of the 
Secondary Imagination, the definition of which equally implies a cut: it "dissolv es, 
diffuses and dissipates in order to recreate." Writing or the signifiers themselves 
might therefore be inherently diffusive, and only a "recreative" reading ("co-

65 Shakespearean Criticism, Vol. I, p. 60., n. 2. 
66 Ch. XII, p. 285. 
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existing with the conscious will") brought about by an arbitrary cut may endow 
them, artificially, with a signification. 

On the other hand, Thesis X also alludes to a process similar to the reader's 
experiencing the sublime: the mind baffles at being overwhelmed in the chaos of 
signifiers ("the gulph of infinite series") but, due to its rational faculties, it is able 
to detach itself from this effusion and create an artificial form of synthesis or 
unity: a Meaning. Unsurprisingly, the antecedents of the sublime are found by 
Neil Hertz in the literature of religious conversion: "the mind [is] thoroughly 
'turned round"' 67 

- similarly to the friend's, who is "standing on his head ." 
Furthermore, while in religious literature the difficulty (or blockage) of the mind 
to be surmounted is provoked by the obscurity of the figurative language of the 
Scripture, we have seen that the friend's conversion is brought about by some 
"obscure tale." The letter therefore seems to create the effect that the missing 
pages exemplify the Book or the divine Logos turned, after the fall, into an 
obscure text to be deciphered . 

But if only a leap into the order of faith through the artificial suppression and 
recreation of the ground (the missing pages) can save the Idea (the Symbol) from 
th e "gulph of infinite series," then we can not only emphasise the reader's role in 
the creation of the Symbol, but, completely in line with this, we may also accept 
Elinor Shaffer's remark that "Coleridge eradicated the distinction [between the 
beautiful and the sublime] by making the sublime the single aesthetic category." 68 

THE PROSPECTIVE WHOLE: THE DARK CA VE OF TROPHONIUS 

Da vid S. Ferris, 69 the only critic, as far as I know, to investigate the possible 
implications of the cave of T rophonius claims: 

To totalize the self-reflexiYity of the text [ ... ] would require this great 
unfinished work of construction [i.e. the great book on constructive 
philosophy] which the friend compares, not without reason, to a consultation 
at the oracle of Trophonius. [ ... ] From this cave, both the imagination and the 
supplicant would emerge speaking the authoritative truth of the author who 
may never reveal himself as such. 

67 Hertz, p. 47. 
68 Shaffer, "Co leridge's Re,·olution in the Sundard of Ta ste, n / ournal of Ae sthetics and A rt Criticism 
28 (1969), p. 213. 
69Dav id5. Ferris, "Coleridge 's Ventriloquy ,'" SiR 24 (Spring 1985), p. 81. 
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Ferris also remarks that Trophonius, with his brother Agamedes "built the temple 
at Delphi outside of which stands a pillar on which the heaven-descended 
postulate of Coleridge's philosophy is engraved: Gnothi seauton [Know thyself]." 
Ferris alludes here to Chapter XII, in which Coleridge asserts: "The postulate of 
philosophy and at the same time the test of philosophic capacity is the heaven-
descended KNOW THYSELF!" 70 

Investigating the connotations of the metaphor, Ferris only refers to the 
legend according to which "the one descending in the cave to consult the oracle 
must first drink the water of Lethe, that he may forget all that he has been 
thinking of hitherto, and afterwards [ ... ] drink another water, the water of 
Mnemosyne, which causes him to remember what he sees after his descent." 71 

Interestingly, the experience of the cave, apart from illustrating the scene of 
conversion described by the friend, may also exemplify ideal work triggering ideal 
reading. Since, as it has been noted above, Coleridge, deeming his desire for an 
ideal reader premature, used the following phrasing: 

I shall not desire the reader to strip his mind of all prejudices, not to keep all 
prior systems out of view during his e:omination of the present. [ ... ] Till I 
have discovered the art of destroying the memory a parte post [a pane prius], 
without injury to its future operations, and without detriment to the 
judgement, I should suppress the request as premature. 72 

On the other hand, however, this "test of philosophic capacity" seems to 
gain a very doubtful connotation in the context of the cave - clearly contradicting 
any "authoritative truth," most of all that of the "author." As already mentioned, 
the pages making the friend feel as if he was standing on his head have the effect 
of a magic mirror comparable to the serpent eyes of Geraldine: the friend passes 
from innocence to experience, and the fall obviously implies an awareness of 
death. In connection with the allusion to the gates of Hell, we have also seen how 
this awareness is reflected on a rhetorical level. Destroying the binary oppositions 
of reason (fair vs foul, shadows vs substances, self vs non-self), and serving thus 
indeed as an ultimate remedy against "rnetaphysicks," the oscillation between 
signifiers renders Meaning depending on the arbitrary choice of the reader. 

70 Cf. BL, Ch. XII, p. 252. 
71 Ferris, p. 82. 
72BL, Ch. XII, p. 234. 
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Nevertheless, the actual encounter with death has been avoided so far: 
temporality has been repressed under the friend's apparently "recreative" 
discourse and has only kept returning from the deep chasm of intertextual 
references, from the abyss of signifiers. The entrance of the cave, therefore, 
constitutes the "line" that the friend refuses to (tres)pass. Since with the water of 
Lethe, the cave of Trophonius openly refers to the world of Hades. The descent 
would therefore parallel that of Orpheus, but we know that Coleridge's "orphic" 
tale, as opposed to Wordsworth's, is not "divine," but "obscure." 

Furthermore, Ferris fails to mention the fact that the oracle of the cave, in 
contrast with the "heaven-descended know thyself," is generally associated with 
despair. De Quincey, for instance, uses it in a context clearly suggesting 
melancholy: 

I, whose disease it was to meditate too much, and to observe too little, and 
who, upon my first entrance at college, was nearly falling into a deep 
melancholy, from brooding too m~!ch on the sufferings which I had witnessed 
in London. was sufficiently aw.ue oi the tendencies of my own thoughts to do 
all I could to counteract them. - I was, indeed, like a person who, according to 
the old legend, had entered the cave of Trophonius: and the remedies I sought 
were to force myself into society ... (my italics).-' 

The many references found on the Internet give further proofs of the dangers 
inherent in descending into the cave: 

Trophonius (Greek): With his brother Agamedes, legendary architect said to 
have built the temple of Apollo at Delphi. Agamedes was killed by Trophonius 
[ ... ] and later an oracle and cult were dedicated to Trophonius, which included 
descending into a cave to receiYe revel.1tions. The descent was so awe-inspiring 
rhat it -:.:;as said that no one who -:.:zsz:ed :J.,e c.;-:.·e e,.,er smiled agazn.74 

Tropho'nius (Latin): He has ,·isired the c.n-e of Trophonius (Greek). Said of a 
melanchok man. 75 

PROSTRAT!O).", prostration of soul: broken heart; despair; ecwe of despair, cave 
of Trophonius.· 6 

73 Thomas De Quincey, Confessions of an Eng!zsh Opun: £.,:er (Wordsworth Classics, 1994), p. 194. 
74 See www.sackclothandashes.org. 
75 See www.bartleby.com. 
76 See www.bartleby.com. 
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Thus, the profound melancholy of the one that will never be able to laugh again is 
not provoked by the longing for an Ideal once glimpsed (or else, by the awareness 
of the unbridgeable gap between the actual and th e ideal), but by the sudden 
revelation of a Truth which undermines any hope for a better world. 

As far as the reading process is concerned, however, we could hardly assum e 
that the friend, the sympathetic, creative reader who practi sed, even if it proved to 
be "pa inful" (above: "by painful me ans restored from derangement") th e 
m etaphorical reading "required" from him , suddenly turned int o an "indiffer ent," 
"detached" and ironic reader refusing any further ima ginary activity. 

On the one hand, this sudden awakening, this refusal may simply serve as 
link to the next part of the letter, anticipating the attitude of the public. Or else, 
as an exemplification of parab asis, of the "breaking of illu sion " characterising any 
ideal reader hovering betw een "enthusiasm and indifferen ce." In this case, the 
sudden detachment would parall el the act of reflection prop er to Romantic Iron y, 
which destroys the repre sentati on of the "eternal act of creation" in order to keep 
it alive in a potentiality evermore about to be. 

On the other hand , we can also surmise that th ese are the possible dangers of 
th e dark cave that the friend escapes. For the supplic ant does not have to make 
sparks and figured fleshes in the cave, but certain images befall on him, suddenly 
poss ess him, as if against himself. Thus, it is the state of being overwhelmed by 
images which might threaten the reader: it would make it impossible for him to 
recreate signification. As C oleridge claims in Chapt er VI criticising Hartl ey's 
theory of association: "If ther efore we suppose th e absence of all interference of 
the will, reason, and judgement [ ... ] the ideas (or relicts of such impression) will 
exactly imitate the order of the impression itself , whic h must be absolute 
delirium." 77 In other words, instead of the celebrated middle state of the "sanity of 
mind ," the experience of the cave might lead to madn ess, to the contrary opposite 
of "metaphysicks." 

77 BL, Ch. 6, p. 111. Interestingl y, Co leridge gives the followin g illustration: "a young woman [ ... ] 
who could neither read, nor writ e, was seized with ,1 ner,ous fever; during which [ ... ] she becam e 
possessed [ ... ] by a very learned devil. She continued incessantly talkin g Latin, Greek and Hebrew . 
with most distinct enunciation " The solutio n of the phenom enon was later discoYered by the 
ph ysician of the girl: she was the maid of a very leJ rned man, a great Hebraist, who used to read 
aloud to him self from his favourite books. Th e maid, unable to und erstand the words, could still 
reproduce th em in a state of delirium . Thi s example is all the mor e tellin g that the Biog;raphia itself 
can be considered as the sum of Coleridge's miscellaneous reading s, though "blended wit h , and 
modified by" the wi ll. 
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We may take Kubla Khan as a possible analogy: if its speaker could have 
revived the vision in which "images rose up before him as things," 78 due to some 
water of Mnemosyne, he would have built "that dome in air" indeed, but he 
would also have fallen into the abyss of madness: "And all should cry, Beware! 
Beware! / His flashing eyes, his floating hair!" 79 (cf. "When a man mistakes his 
thoughts for persons and things, he is mad. A madman is properly so defined," 
Table Talk, July 25, 18328

~ That is, if the images of memory or dream become 
again real as things, they are considered as pathological illusion, contra-
distinguished from vision: 

Hard to express that sense of the analogy or likeness of a thing which enables a 
symbol to represent it so that we think of the thing itself, yet knowing that the 
thing is not present to us[ ... ] that likeness is not identity ... 81 

Consequently, the actual writing of the poem (as well as the ideal reader-response 
triggered by the imaginary actiYity of the reader) requires a "sanity of mind": the 
midway between "madness" and "metaphysicks." From the moment one cannot 
distinguish ben,:een the real and the imaginary, he loses self-possession, and this 
kind of enchantment is incompatible with the ·workings of the imagination "co-
existing with the conscious will." 

Ob\·iously, however, one does not "drink the milk of Paradise" in the dark 
cave of Trophonius. These are not the "gardens of the Muses" where the inspired 
poet is brought to ecstasy, which ecstasy, on its turn, is recreated by the first 
reader. the rhapsode. Since it seems that the experience of death introduces a gap 
in the magnetic chain of iron rings: it allows to remember the experience but 
makes it impossible to recreate it. For despite the fact that absolute self-knowledge 
(Gnothi seauton) only occurs when the subject faces its own death, death itself 
cannot be turned into profit, the awareness of the dissolution of the self does not 
contribute to the recreation of its unin-. Just like the state of being in ecstasy, it 
implies the complete annihilation of the self. 

As a result, the descent into the dark cave of Trophonius could not engender 
the positive mental movement which would be proper to the achievement of a 
sublime effect: after the "check of the vital forces" provoked by the mind's being 

78 Preface to Kubla Khan. 
79 Kubla Khan. 
80 Quoted by Steven Knapp. Personification ,md the Sublime (Cambridge, ?\lass.: Harvard UP, 1985), 
p. 41. 
81 Coleridge, '"Anima Poetae," quot,ed by Tilottama Rajan, in The Dark interpreter, p. 207. 
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overwhelmed by the ima ges of dissolution, the rational faculties fail, and are 
unable to think the totality that cannot be taken in through the senses. "The 
point of excess for the imagination [ ... ] is like an abyss in which it fears to lose 
itse!f," 82 argues Kant while describing th e effect of the sublime. The images of the 
cave of Trophonius, however, would not only remain excessive for the sensible 
but might even impede the emergence of the "rational idea of the supersensible." 83 

They have to be forgotten for ever. 

READING A GA INST SELF-KNOWLED Gt 

The main axis of friend's first reading is vertical: he discovers paradigmatic, 
metaphorical relati onships (between the gothic church and th e gothic story), 
changes between depths and surfaces ("what I had supposed substances were thinned 
away into shadows, while every where shadows were deepened into substances"), and 
alludes to int ert exts undermining surfa ce meanings. Thus, th e friend's illustrations 
spatialise (gothic church) an essentially temporal experience (gothic story), that is, 
the passage from innocence to experi enc e, from a false assumption to a true 
revelation and, ultimat ely , from text w meaning is pr esented as if it was a 

. . 
v1s10nary exp enen ce. 

The public, on the other hand, wou ld read through a horizontal or 
syntagmatic axis: "you have been obliged to omit so many links," it "holds che same 
relation in abstruseness to Plotinus, as Plotin us does to Plato," "you will be rem ind ed 
of Bzshop Berk ley's Siris, which, beginni ng with Tar, ends with the Trinity." The 
latter example is all the more characteristic because, as th e editor's not e informs 
us, Berkley's Siris is subtitled: "A Chain of Philosophical Reflections ... " 
Meanwhile, the analogy bennen the pages and Sir is is based on not hing else but 
contiguity: since the "links" constituting any act of reading are missing, the 
indifferent "public" can only see that both works are about something else than 
what they promise to be. Furthermore, whereas the public could indeed consider 
the "author" of the pages as being essentially similar to Plotinu s or Plato (and 
conclude themselves "ignorant of his und erstanding" 84

) they would not notice but 

82 Kant , CJ, p. 107. 
83 Cf. Kant, CJ, p. 107: "[ ... ] is like an abyss in wh1c:h it fears to lose itself: yet again for the rational 
idea of the supersensible it is not excessive, but coniormable to law." 
84 Cf. BL, Ch. XII, p. 233: "I have be en re-pernsing with the best energi es oi my mind the Tima eus 
of PLATO. \v'ha tever I co mpreh ended, impresses me with .1 reverential sense of the author's genius; 
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a superficial analogy, the same "abstruseness" in the works. Thus, the metonymic 
reading (which obviously imply the lack of any suspension of disbelie~ fails to 
engender a conversion similar to the friend's. Instead of feeling the reversal of every 
ground, they would not see85 but fragments. We cannot forget, however, that the 
unconnected, syntagmatic reading of the incomprehensive (i.e. "indifferent") public 
may be safer than the paradigmatic reading of the comprehensive friend. 

If we compare the introduction of the friend in chapter XIII of the 
Biographia to the friends evoked by the conversation poems, 86 we may notice that 
the physical absence of the imaginary other, who, in each conversation poem 
except Effusion turns out to be Coleridge's "better self," is more problematic in 
the Biographia: here, the other, or second self is represented by a letter. This 
implies, on the one hand, that he is "responsive," or else, reflective: as if the 
appearance of an "esemplastic" and friendly eye could endow with an identity the 
fragmented, effusive writing self. On the other hand, however, the letter also 
introduces an "absence": there is both a temporal and a spatial gap between the 
writing and the reading selves who never act simultaneously. 

LETTER OP HO BIA 

"On 17 September, 1815, urged on by a frantic 
Morg,m, he wrote directly to John Gutch [his 
publisher] about the cause of the slipped deadline. He 
apo!og1sed for his 'accursed Letterophobia"' 87 

The Biographia as an autobiographical narration can be regarded, following de 
Man, 88 as an extended prosopopeia (a trope ascribing a voice to the absent, the 
inanimate or the dead), a discourse of self-restoration by which one's name is 
made intelligible and memorable as a face. The face is therefore not given, but is 
given by an act of language, by the figure of the prosopopeia. However, 

but there is a considerable portion of the "·ork, to which I can attach no consistent meaning. [ ... ] 
Therefore, utterlv b.1ffled in all my attempts to understand the ignorance of Plato, I CONCLUDE 
\lYSELf IGNORANT OF f-!1S CNDERSTANDl'-;C 

85 Cf. Dejection, an Ode: "I see, not feel, how beautiful ther are!" 
86 For the discussion of Coleridge's conversation poems see Timar, "Conversing Signs." 
87 Richard Holmes, Darker Reflections, p. 4:4. 
88 Paul de :.Ian, "Autobiography as De-F.1cemcnt," The Rhetorics of Romanticism (New York: 
Columbia uP, 1984) 67-83. 
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Words are too awful an instrument for good and evil to be trifled with: they 
hold above all other external powers a dominion over thoughts. [ ... ] Language, 
if it do not uphold, and feed, and leave in quiet, like the power of gravitation 
or the air we breathe, is a counter-spirit, unremittingly and noiselessly at work 
to derange, to subvert, to lay waste, to vitiate, and to dissolve. 89 

Though de Man quotes only the first part of this paragraph by Wordsworth in 
order to point to the dangers inherent in writing, 90 Wordsworth's last sentence 
("to derange, to subvert ... to dissolve") interestingly parallels the definition the 
Secondary Imagination. And if language, as it has been remarked above, 
"dissolves, diffuses and dissipates" in order to be "recreated" or brought to an 
(artificial) unity through reading, the Biographia, similarly to the conversation 
poems, also seems to point to Coleridge's insatiable desire for an ideal receiver 
who can rescue the Book, the autobiography or the would-be representativ e of an 
integral consciousness from the dangers of an endlessly pr oliferating text - even at 
th e expense of the fact that the (re)creation of a me aning from the chaos of 
signifiers ("each seem'd either") cannot be but artificial ("every where shadows 
were deepen ed int o substances") and clear!)· entail s repression. We may 
nevertheless bear in mind that not on lr the "author" of the Biographia can be 
considered as a prosopopeia, but the posited reader as well: the friend himself is 
n ot hing else but a figure. And if the friend does not exist but in and by the 
"letter," he is the very language that "deranges, subverts" and, ultimately 
"dissolves." Hence, though the figure of the reader violates the text in order to 
end ow it with a meaning and though this violation amounts inde ed to mutilation 
and, eventually, to the effacement of the chaos of signifiers, reading itself still 
remains a text which "diffuses, dissolve s and dissipates," _,_·aiting for other readers 
to recreate (violate and mutilate) it - as _...e did. 

As a result, though the asking for the "friend's" opinion, as well as his 
fictitious response addressing "Dear C," dramatises the image of the self - the 
resp onsive "I" (cf. eye) necessarily implies the existence of a "you" (" You ask my 
opinwn concerning your Chapter") - textuality, or the succession of effusive (or 
"diffusive") writing and "recreative" reading fails to am ount to the potentially 

89 \V ordsworth, "Essays Upon Epitaphs III," in: ]he Prose Works of William Wordsworth, eds. W. J. 
B. Owen & Jane Worthington Smyser (Oxford: Clarendon, 1974), Vol. 2, pp 84-85. 
90 Cf. Paul de Man, "Autobiography as De-Facem em, " p. 81: "as soon as we understand pro sopopeia 
as the positing of a voice or face by means of language [we conclude that] it deprives and disfigures 
to the precise extent that it restores." 
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synthetic power of the Secondary Imagination: correspondence, in its literal sense, 
fails to yield (self-)identity. Since although the fact that the relationship between 
the two selves cannot be but dialogical could well imply (self-)knowledge ("the 
heaven-descended know thyself"), the predicament that the succession of the two 
selves, instead of turning into an endless alteration, oscillation or else, into the 
celebrated state of the "hovering between," actually leads to the effacement of one 
party seems to render the attempt at (self-)understanding impossible. 
Furthermore, the fact that the dangerous passage to be repressed in the Biographia 
is nothing else but the potential "other" or "stranger" in oneself, an "other" clearly 
challenging the belief in the "Infinite I AM," reveals, similarly to the conversation 
poems, that the Coleridgean texts do not propose to resolve the interrelated 
problems of textual hermeneutics, of self-knowledge and the possibility of 
understanding an other human being by _simply declaring "there is One life within 
us and abroad."": 

EPILOG'-E 

Coleridge himself has never written the pages to be withdrawn "in consequence of 
this wry judicious letter." Neither did he mean the insertion of the letter 
'seriously,' nor did he take the figure of the friend literally. Is not it nonsensical to 
analyse a passage that does not even exist? 

By way of conclusion, we shall re-evoke Socrates's mask: 

Socratic irony is the only involuntary and yet completely deliberate 
dissimulation. [ ... ] It is a Yery good sign when the harmonious bores are at loss 
about how they should react to this continuous self-parody, when they 
fluctuate endlessly between belief and disbelief until they get dizzy and take 
what is meant as a joke seriously and what is meant seriously as a joke. 

(Friedrich Schlegel, Critical Fragments, 108)92 

91 Cf. Effusion. 
92K. M. Wheeler, ed., German Aesthetics ,md Literary Criticism (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1984), 
p. 43. 
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Negative Capability 

Keats's and Coleridge's metaphors for poetic creativity 

INTRODUCTION 

Keats's negative capability letter is often cited in reference to his idea of poetic 
creativity. The interpr etations centre upon two aspects, either on one of them or 
on both: the idea of self-negation, and/ or the ability of retaining an im agin atively 
open state of mind . According to the first, negative capability is "the ability of the 
mind to detach itself from its own identity." 1 This is a concern of voice, the poetic 
self in Keats's poems is seen as refined of any biographical refere nce, operating 
rather as a "representative figure," and the poems are viewed as rendering th e 
mind's process of discovery. 2 In this respect, Keats's choice of Shakespeare as his 
presidor shows an affinity of poetic temperament, since Shakespeare also erased 
concerns of his own identit y in his wo rks. Among the contemporaries 
Wordsworth's poetry meant a strong but troubled influence for Keats: he saw his 
own poetic practice as sharply different from the Wordsworthian "egotistical 
sublime," from a preoccupation with self-representation. In light of the ot her 
aspect, negative capability demands openness, a breadth of imagination in face of a 

1 Paul de Man, "Introduction to the Poetry of John Keats (1966)," Critical Writings, 1953- 1978 
(Minneapolis: University of :Minneapolis Press, 1989), p. 190. 
2 Cf. the introductory chapter of Susan J. Wolf son , The Questioning Presence: Wordsworth, Keats, and 
the Interrogati ve Mode in Romantic Poetry (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1986), 
especially p. 35. 
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world of uncertainties. 3 This int erpr etation draws on the contrast of intuitive and 
rationalising tendencies of thinking, and focuses on the source of inspiration and 
the creative process in the poems. Negative capability calls for a reliance on 
intuition, and approximates passive receptivit y, or Wordsw orth's "wis e passive-
ness." But negative capability can also be understood as the very activity of 
thought, and can stress "the energies of contradi ction and irresolution, as the 
shaping power of imagination." 4 

These arguments, of course, can be seen as two sides of the same coin. How 
Keats ideas branch ed from each other is nicely shown when placing the negative 
capability letter, written in De cember 1817, alongside with another famous letter 
written a few weeks earlier, in N ovember 1817, as Agne s Peter does in her study. 5 

In the earlier letter Keats pond ers on what form s the "Men of Genius": 

I must say of one thing that has pressed upon me lately and encreas ed my 
Humility and capabi lity of submission and that is t his truth - Men of Genius 
are great as cerui n ethereal C hemic 1ls operating on the Mass of neutral 
int ellect - b:· the\· have not any individualit y, any determin ed Char acter ." 

Keats claims in this letter that men of great intellect hav e no individuality but 
hav e "chameleon" or protean selves, to jump to later wor din gs of the idea. The 
negati\ ·e capability passage starts out from th e same questi on: 

v.·hat quality went to form a Man of Achievement especiall y in Literatur e & 
which Shakespe are possessd so enormously - I mean Negative Capability, that 
is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Myst eries, doubts, with out 
any irritable reaching after fact & reason - 7 

A creative state of recepti \·iry is demand ed here, a preference for intuitive to 
rati ona l knowledge. Both letter s t ry to grasp a capacity felt necessary for "Men of 
Genius," thus it ensues that the phrase negative capability is used to embrace both 
ideas justifiably. Keats used the word "capability" in the first letter cited to write 
about the need for "Humility and capability of submission" in a world of 

3 Bate interprets the negative capabilit: · letter along this line in his famous biography. Cf . Walter 
Jack son Bate, John Keats (New York: Oxfo~;i L'niversity Pr ess, 1966), pp . 242-259. 
4 Cf. Susan \Volfson's int erpre tation of negati·,e capability (\'\'olfson , p. 187). 
5 Cf. Peter Agnes, Keats koltiszetelmilet ene •i_ri;lot!i s,· (Budapest, 1970), pp. 90- 95. 
6 The Letters of John Keats, ed. Hyd er Edward Rollins (Cambridge: Cambrid ge University Press, 
1958), vol. I, p. 184 (referred to as Letters hereafter). 
7 Letters I, p. 193. 
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uncertainties . "'Negative' was to be the next word he would apply to the 
'capability' he had in mind [ ... ] though even 'negative' would still be far from 
adequate," Bate comments. 8 

This paper focuses on interpretations of negative capability as imaginative 
openness. I would like to explore possible implications of the metaphorical 
language of the passage in the context of the poems, and discu ss Keats's idea of 
poetic creativity. A second concern of the essay is to interpret the role of Keats's 
critical remark on Coleridge. I will include a comparison of Keats's and 
Coleridge's view of the creative proc ess, concentrating on their reco gnition of its 
inherent indeterminacy . In my interpreution I argue for what Tilottama Rajan 
writes in her book on figures of under sun ding in Romanticism: there are signs of 
a "shift in romantic aesthetics, from a concern with the text as a finished product 
that contains its own meaning to a concern with the creative and rec eptive 
processes as loci of meaning." 9 

l:VTERPRET A TION EXPANDED 

Arguing for a hermeneutics of indete rminacy, Geoffrey H. Hartman evokes 
Keats's negative capability as a quality , or rather labour , needed for doing 
criticism as well: 

indeterminacy does not merely delay the determination of meaning, that is, 
suspend premature judgements and allow greater thoughtfulness. [ ... ] The 
delay is intrinsic: from a certain point of view, it is thoughtfulness itself, Keats's 
'negative capability,' a labor that aims not to overcome the negative or 
indeterminate but to stay within it as is necessary. 10 

In Criticism in the Wilderness Hartman calls for a critical commentary which 
originates in the bewilderment the text causes in understanding and does not try 
to master the ten, but discloses contradictions and equivocations. In Hartman's 
use of the phrase , Keats's negati ve capability stands for the sphere of 
indeterminacy in which interpretations move in face of the text. 

8 Bate, p. 237 . 
9 Tilottama Rajan, The Supplement of Read ing: Figures of Understanding in Rom:mtic Theory and 
Practice (Itha ca and London: Cornell Univer sity Press, 1990), p. 17. 
10 Geoffrey H . Hartman, "Criticism, Indeterminacy, Irony," Criticism in the Wilderne ss (New 
Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1980), pp. 269-27C ·. 
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The principle of indetermina cy also implies, Hartman writes, that the text is 
not resolved into available readings, but a "wi lling suspension of disbelief," that is, 
a suspension of accommodating meanings is at work. When he terms the 
discourse of criticism "suspensive or negative," he interprets Keats's negative 
capability and Coleridge's "willing suspension of disbelief" as instances of a similar 
concern .1

: \X1hile the phrases described imagination in respect either of creative 
'.\·ork or of reception in their original sense, for Hartman the evoked ideas stand 
for a mode of negative, that is, dialectic or counter-affirmative thinking in the 
process of critical commentary. 

Yet , this doe s have some result if we try to turn Hartm an's approach to our 
account, to the explication of Keats's idea. It stresses, at the least, the element of 
indeterminacy and dialectic thought possibly present in Keats's negative 
capability. The relation can be established for consideration also as H art man's 
claim for plurality, that the critical appro ach should free all ideas and the ories "for 
contemplation, analysis and play" cannot be far-fetched from Keats's idea that the 
mind should be a "thoroughfare for all thoughts." 

Similarly, neg ative capability is interpret ed as strength of thought in Susan 
Wolfson's book on Wordsworth's and Keats's poetry. For Wolfson the phrase 
becomes metaphorical of a poetic langua ge rich in inter rogat ive practi ces, wh ich 
express the que stioning presen ce of the imagination. 12 She interpret s negative 
capability as a state of indete rminac,·, ·Jf ex~erient ial speculations, also endors ing 
the implications of self-negation. 

The earlv poems of Keats , for instance, are read by \X'olfson as inquiries into 
his poetic po,,ers :rnd self-definition, where displacement of these questions into 
idioms such as myths instigates creative explora tion and leaves the problems 
pro, ·ocatively indeterminate. 13 In her interpr etat ion of the odes, Wolfson states 
that the poems "t est the limits of Negative Capability against the mind' s positive 
tendencies . Keats's term itself shelters th ese tensions in describing a strengt h of 
intelligence against a field of absences - ~1bsent certainties, absent knowledge, 
absent answers." 14 

11 :.for e importantly, of cou~se, Hartm an places his .1:-gument in the traditi on of philosophical and 
literar y thinking, his use or Keats 's and Colerid ;e ·s phrase s being metaphorical, rather than 
instrument al. 
12W olfson , p. 17. 
13 Cf. Wolfson, pp. 206-226. 
14 Wolfson, pp. 331. 
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Wolfson also stretches negative capability over the boundaries of the poems, 
to employ the perspective of reader-response. Interpreting "Ode on a Grecian 
Urn," she states that the speaker's questions facing the urn is analogous to the 
reader's perplexity before the poem. Wolfson claims that Keats's odes strengthen 
the negative capability of their readers, as they are required to interpret a poetic 
language that fixes and unfixes, forms and transforms meanings. By the 
interrogative practices Keats's poetry retains a mystery of signs, and demands the 
questioning presence of the reader. Thus, in Wolfson's interpretation Keats's 
poems demand the ability of "being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts" also on 
the part of the reader. 

The circumference of possible interpretations of negative capability is as wide 
at least as shown briefly above. Keats's phrase appears to embrace implications 
also on reader-response and on the practice of criticism, the common 
denominator being creativity and indeterminacy implied by negative capability. 

lNTERPRETA TION FOCUSED 

For Keats the autumn and winter months of 1817 were productive of insights into 
poetic creativity. In a letter written to a close friend, Benjamin Bailey at 
Christmas, he ·worded the famous passage: 

Brown & Dilke walked with me & back from the Christmas pantomime. I had 
not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke, on various subjects; several things 
dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a 
Man of Achievement especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so 
enormously - I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being 
in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & 
reason - Coleridge, for instance, would let go by a fine isolated verisimilitude 
caught from the Penetralium of mystery, from being incapable of remaining 
content with half knowledge. This pursued through Volumes would perhaps 
take us no further than this, that with a great poet the sense of Beauty 
overcomes every other consideration, or other obliterates all consideration. 15 

These lines, particularly their metaphorical language, pose several difficulties. In 
his biography Bate gives a comprehensive interpretation of Keats's letter. 16 He 

15Letters I, pp. 193-194. 
16 I briefly recapitulate Bate's chapter on negative capability here. Cf. Bate, pp. 237-263. 
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traces the inspirations that probably matured Keats's aesthetic views, and 
interprets the most important aesthetic speculations worded in these months: the 
need of intensity in style, the ideal of non-egoistic personality, and the 
sympathetic potentialities of the imagination. In this very broad context negative 
capability is glossed as the quality needed for an imaginatively open, receptive 
state of mind, in which reality can be captured in its concreteness and diversity. 

In Bate's interpretation the prerequisite for the creative work of imagination 
is openness, the ability to abandon the hunger for settlement, for closure, for 
inscribing an identity and a rationalised system on reality . Analytic and systematic 
thinking dissects and confines the concreteness of experience into a rational 
frame, whereas negative capability requires strength of intellect to let the mind be 
a "thoroughfare for all thoughts." Besides, any systematic structure is a product of 
the "assertion of one's own identity," Bate writes. Imaginative openness offers 
insights, when, through a sympathetic identification with the object, the unity of 
the mind and the object is attained: "Truth" is felt as "Beauty." For a poet in 
pos session of negative capability "the sense of Beauty" that realises this experience 
again and again "overcomes every other consideration, or other <rather > 
obliterates all consideration." 

I "-·ould like to supplement Bate's interpretation with a focus on Keats's 
demarcation of his poetry from Coleridge's, and on the possible sources and 
implications of the metaphorical language of the passage. 

1 Penetralia of myst ery 

In his definition of negati\·e capability as "being in uncertainties, Mysteries, 
doubts" Keats probably evoked his reading the Tintern Abbey poem, and 
Wordsworth's phrase, which gained special significance for him. As we know 
from Benjamin Bailey's account of their passionate readings in autumn 1817, 
Keats particularly liked the following lines of Wordsworth's poem: 

That blessed mood, 
In which the burthen of the mystery, 
In which the heavy & weary weight 
Of all this unintelligible world 
Is lighten ed. 1 

• 

17 As quoted by Benjamin B.iiley (Bate, p. 214). 
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The phrase "burthen of the mystery" ech oes in several letters, when Keats tries to 
define an adequate stance in a world where so little can be known for certain. It 
was quoted, for instance, in May 1818, in a long journal letter: extensive 
knowledge, emphatically including all departments of thought, Keat s wrote, 
"takes away the heat and fever; and helps , by widening speculation, to ease th e 
Burden of the Myst ery ."18 Words wo rth' s "heavy and we ary weight" was replaced 
by "the heat and fever" of existenc e in this passage. Keats's use of words probabl y 
reflects his idea of poet ic creativit y, "fever" being a word oft en associated with the 
intensity of creative imagination in his vocabulary. 19 Hence the "burthen of th e 
mystery" also connotes the burden of creative attitude to life. Also, "widening 
speculation" can be a call for continuou s creativ e expl or ation of reality. Wolfson 
writes, "the poetry of no self enjoys a greater flexibility of 'speculati on, ' Keats 
thinks, and in his vocabulary speculation is virtually synonymous with dynamic 
expansions of thought ."20 Neg ative capability , or the state of "being in 
uncertainties, Myst er ies, doubts" allows for experienti al speculations. 

The phrase "P ene tralium of mystery" is most often sidestepped in the 
interpretation s of th e negativ e capability passage. Acc ordi ng to the OED, 
penetralia are "the innerm ost part s or recesses of a building, esp. of a temple, th e 
sanctuary or the innerm ost shrine" (Vol. XI, p. 472) . Keats's use of the word 
visualises the se confined spaces, and, referring back to the stat e of "b eing in 
uncert aintie s, :'v1ysteries, doubts," lends a spatial metaphor to a state of mind. 

Str angely, the central symb olic scenes in Keats 's poems where human 
limitations are trans cen ded by means of th e im aginati on, or wher e the essence of 
existence is lived th ro ugh are oft en organised around a shrin e or an altar, a sacred 
place. They are hidd en and innermost recesses, wher e the poetic self, confronted 
with a godlike figur e, goes through an in itiat ion, penetrates into the tru th. Th e 
temple of Delight in the "Ode on Melan choly," or th e altar of Saturn in The Fall 
of Hyperion are all penetr alia in thi s respect. Hidden and hiding a female figure , 
they are shrines to the imagination. 

Th ese scenes of understanding and initiation are markedly allegorical 
passages, and can be read as self-repres ent ations, dr am atisin g the faith vested in 

18 Lett ers I, p. 277. 
19 Cf. Miriam Allott's note to the painfull y self-ironic lines of 77Je Fall of Hyperion: "Tho u art a 
dreaming thing ,/ A fever of thyself." Mir iam Allon, The Poems of Joh n Keats (London: Longm an, 
1970), pp . 668-669. 
20 Wolfson, p. 37. 
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imagination. In the ode Melancholy sits in the innermost shrine of the temple of 
Delight, and only that one is allowed to see her who can "burst Joy's grape against 
his palate fine," who learns that they can savour joy because they can savour 
sorrow and vice versa. The knowledge gained fuses sensuous and spiritual 
experience: the "soul shall taste the sadness of her might." Helen Vendler writes 
that the most striking discovery for Keats in the ode is that truth can be pursued 
in sensation, "that his own mind worked in ways which were best described by 
the vocabulary of Sensation, rather than the vocabulary of Thought." 21 In the last 
stanza of "Ode on Melancholy," Keats "begins to worship a complex emotional 
state, the acute nexus of pleasure and pain , from which, he realises, his creativity 
has always sprung." 22 

A similar central scene in 17.ie Fed! of Hyperion is when the poet confronts 
Moneta in the shrine. The innermost recess of the sanctuary is her wan face 
behind the veil, and, ewn more hidden, the dark chambers of her brain. When 
Moneta unveils her face, it seems as if all possible narrative interest was vested on 
her face.:• It becomes a depository of knowledge, as if it bore and depicted "the 
burthen of the mystery." She is Memory, witnesses and preserves all change, and 
the poet entering into her vision gains the knowledge that consciousness itself is 
irrewrsible. The self-confrontation thematised in the poem sets the question how 
the poet can be a "a sage;/ A humanist, physician to all men" with this 
knowledge. 

The allegorical veiled female figures who impart knowledge in these scenes 
are figures of mentality. Melancholy stands for a mental state attained through 
experiencing the fullest emotional intensity, and absorbing willingly "the plenum 
of melancholy as well as the fullness of delight." 24 In The Fall of Hyperion Moneta 
is a figure of memory and represents the temporal aspect of human consciousness 
and of history. The poetic self must absorb their knowledg e by the most bodily 
means of sensuous discovery, tast e, or by a more intellectual one, entering into 
the vision of :'v1oneta. 

I think there is a valuable import of interpreting these penetralia of mystery 
in the poems for the negative capability passage. The scenes of understanding and 

21 Helen Vendler, 77Je Odes of John Keats iCambridge , London: The Bellknap Pres s of Harvard 
Univer sity Press, 1983), p. 18-l. 
22 Vendler , p. 185. 
23 Vendler, p. 213. 
24 Vendler, p. 165. 
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initiation demand an emphatic reliance on the power of imagination on the part 
of the poetic self, as it is similarly requested in the negative capability passage. 
What appears, however, as a claim or deliberation in the aesthetic speculations of 
the letters, unfolds its problematic in the poems. 

2 Coleridge 

Another question that is problematical in the interpretation of Keats's negative 
capability is the use of the phrase itself, as it stands out from its context, and is 
thought to be a coinage, which does not appear in the letters again. Strangely, the 
paradoxical contrast of the two polarities itself, capability being something 
positive, sounds quite Coleridgean. But there is no agreement in criticism even 
about what inspired Keats's critical remark on Coleridge. 

In his biography on Coleridge, Richard Holmes suggests that Keats seized on 
an earlier wording of Coleridge's "willing suspension of disbelief" as "negative 
belief" to define his negative capability. 2

' Whether he assumes that Keats heard the 
very phrase discussed, read Coleridge's lecture published, or encountered the term 
"negative faith" in Biographia Literaria is not uncovered by Holmes. Coleridge 
used the term to clarify the nature of stage illusion in a lecture in 1808: 

all other Stage Presentations, are to produce a sort of temporary Half-Faith, 
which the Spectator encourages in himself & supports by voluntary 
contribution on his own part [ ... ] I have often noticed, that little Children are 
actually deceived by Stage-Scenery, never by Pictures [ ... ] The Child, if 
strongly impressed, does not indeed positively think the picture to be the 
Reality; but yet he does not think the contrary. [ ... ] Now what Pictures are to 
little Children, Stage-Illusion is to Men, provided they retain any part of the 
Child's sensibility: except that in the latter instance, this suspension of the Act 
of Comparison, which permits this son of negative Belief, is somewhat more 
assisted by the Will, than in that of the Child respecting a Picture. 26 

Coleridge's wording, the two opposing polarities are justified and expounded in 
their context, and the phrase appears again in Biographia Literaria. Though 
Coleridge's concern is drama, the idealised state of mind in the process of 
reception seems to resemble Keats's idea of negative capability, at least in the 

25 Richard Holmes, Coleridge: 77Je Darker Reflections (London: HarperCollins Publishers, 1998), p. 
130. 
26 The Collect ed Works of S. T Coleridge 5, l ectures /808 - 1819 : On literature (Princeton , London: 
Routledge and Kegan, Princeton University Press, 1983), pp. 134-135. 

120 



NEGATIVE CAPAlllLITY 

demand for openness and sensibility. Yet, they have not more than the aspect of 
negativity as counter to affirmative thinking in common: Coleridge counters his 
conception to what might be called "positive faith," that is belief in something 
existent, whereas Keats contrasts negative capability with a capacity of finding and 
stating certainties. Even if, hypothetically, Keats came across Coleridge's "negative 
faith," he only borrowed the economy of the phras e. 

As for the instigation of Keats's criticism, Biographia Literaria is most often 
mentioned, from different respects . Jack Stillinger thinks that Keats's surmises on 
imagination in autumn, 1817 were stimulated by his reading and discussing 
Coleridge's work with Benjamin Bailey. Specifically, he reads the famous letter 
where Keats compares imagination to Adam's dream as an attempt to counter 
Coleridge's statements about the imagination in chapters 13 and 14. Stillinger 
claims that "when, a month later (27 [?] December 1817), Keats chooses Coleridge 
to exemplify the lack of Negative Capability [ ... ] he is surely thinking of 
Biographia Literarza.":7 Robert Gittings in his biography also suggests that Keats 
had not Coleridge's poems, for instance the Sibylline Leaves in mind, but the 
Biographia, and its critique of Wordsworth .28 

Explanations hover around the influence of Biographia Literaria on Keats 's 
aesthetic views. However, no overt reference to Coleridge's book, or to Keats's 
reading of it can be found in the letters, though Sibylline Leaves, which came out 
together with the two-volume work is mentioned. For this reason Kenneth Muir's 
explanation for Keats's critical remark as an indirect influence is for me more 
convincing. Muir argues that Keats most probably picked Coleridge as a counter-
exam ple because Hazlitt's harsh critique of Biographia Literaria still haunt ed 
him. 29 Hazlitt's piece was published in the August issue of Edinburgh Review in 
1817 and was damning: "Mr. C., with great talents, has, by ambition to be every 
thing, become nothing. His metaphysics have been a dead weight on the wings of 
his imagination - while his imagination has run away with his reason and 
common sense." 3° Keats, who was probably familiar with Hazlitt's critique, 
caught a deeper and more sensitive insight into Coleridge's poetic development, 

27 Jack Stillinger, The Hoodwinkin g of Madeline and Other Essays on Keats's Poems (Urbana, Chicago, 
London: The University of Illinois Press, 1971), p. 152. 
28 Robert Gittings,John Keats (London: Heinemann , 1970), pp. 261-262. 
29 Kenneth Muir, ed., John Keats: A R easse,;ment (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1959), p . 
143. 
30Ralph M. Wardle, Hazlitt (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1971), p. 205. 
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Muir claims. What Keats captured in his letter is that Coleridge is unable to rely 
on his creative power, and his preoccupation with metaphysics can be seen as a 
symptom of it. Also, Keats's attempt to disentangle his poetry from his 
contemporaries can be sensed: he rejected Wordsworth's egoism and Coleridge's 
metaphysics to form his own poetry and poetical ideal unfettered. 

3 A fine isolated verisimilitude 

As a reader Keats often singled out lines of poetry for their expressiveness and 
vivid images. He could physically enter into the image, as the legendary account 
of his reading Spenser's Faerie Queene tells: "He hoisted himself up, and look ed 
burly and dominant, as he said, 'what an image that is - 'sea-shouldering 
whales!"' 31 Phrases and passages distilled from his intensive readings echo 
throughout the letters and present strong influence in the poems. Keats even 
worded some of his insights into poetry through this receptive experience: he 
admired the spontaneity of expression in Shakespeare's sonnets, where the 
strikingly vivid images are "fine things said unintentionally - in the intensity of 
working out conceits.,, ,: The demand for unintenti ona lit y is em phatic in Keats' s 
ideal of poetry . 

Reading Biographia Literaria Keats must have relished Coleridge's extended 
metaphors for the imaginativ e process, as, for instance, the passage on the water 
insect in chapter 7, Holmes n otes. 33 Though we cannot ascertain how much Keats 
read of Biographia, this passage can still be considered as an interesting parallel to 
Keats' s "snail-horn perception of Beauty," a subtle image of creative sensibility in 
the letters. Interpreting the two passages side by side may suggest what Keats must 
have meant by "a fine isolated verisimilitude" in his critical remark on Coleridge. 

The beautiful image of the water-insect and its motion reflected on the sunny 
bottom of the stream appears in Coleridge's ongoing discussion of association in 
Biographia Literaria as follows: 

Now let a man watch his mind while he is composing[ ... ] Most of my readers 
will have observed a small water-insect on the surface of rivulets, which throws 
a cinque-spotted shadow fringed with prismatic colours on the sunny bottom 
of the brook; and will have noticed, how the little the animal wins its way up 
against the stream, by alternate pulses of active and passive mot10n, now 

31 Bate, p. 33. 
32 Letters I, p. 188. 
33 Holme s, p. 456. 
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resisting the current, and now yielding to it in order to gather strength and a 
momentary fulcrum for a further propulsion. This is no unapt emblem of the 
mind's self-experience in the act of thinking. There are evidently two powers at 
work, which relatively to each other are active and passive; and this is not 
possible without an intermediate faculty, which is at once both active and 
passive. (In philosophical language, we must denominate this intermediate 
faculty in all its degrees and determinations, the IMAGINATION. But in 
common language, and especially on the subject of poetry, we appropriate the 
name to a superior degree of the faculty, joined to a superior voluntary 
controul over it.)34 

Coleridge evokes a natural phenomenon to grasp the process of thinking and 
understanding in metaphorical language. The movement of the small animal, 
swimming now by the current, no-.;,.· against it, visualises two opposite powers at 
work while thinking or writing poetry. The active phase rests on the exertion of 
will-power, the passi\·e on surrender to the power of the current. The dialectic of 
the t-.;,.·o propels the process. Concerning the creative process, in the active, self-
conscious phase the mind is in control, makes, for instance, compositional 
decisions, whereas in the passive it is controlled, through a reliance on the 
inspiration from the materials it works upon. The passage emphasises the 
importance of the balance of the two, and seems to defy the possibility of closure 
in the process. 

It is worth noting here that Katherine \~'heeler takes Coleridge's extended 
metaphor to stand for the reading process, for the kind of reading Biographia 
Literaria itself requests. 35 In the current of narration, Wheeler explains, the passive 
phase is analogous to reading sequentially, in a linear way. But, in the meanwhile, 
the mind should also "gain a fulcrum to propel itself upward against the stream. 
Such specifically metaphorical passages in the Biographia are fulcra," they halt the 
reader and offer reflexive pauses.' 6 \Vheeler differentiates between the two types 
of reading accordingly, the one linear, the other reflexive, and claims that the 
depth and inwardness of reflexive passages actually lend coherence to the surface 
fragmentariness of Biographia. More importantly for my argument here, she 
claims that the metaphorical passages in Biographia most often thematise the act of 

34 The Collected Works of S. T Coleridge 7, Biographia literaria I-II (Princeton, London: Routledge 
and Kegan, Princeton L--P, 1983), Vol. I, pp. 124-125. (Hereafter referred to as Biographia.) 
35 Katherine M. Wheeler, Sources, Processes and Methods in Coleridge's Biographia literaria 
(Cambridge, London et al.: Cambridge University Press, 1980). See especially pp. 82-85. 
36 Wheeler, p. 84. 
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understanding, and should be read self-reflexively. I think the water-insect passage 
in particular refers the reader to their own self-experience, to observe their own 
processes of thinking. 37 

Engell and Bate interpr et the water-insect metaph or as anticipating the 
definition of imagination in chapter 13, the phrase "in all its degrees and 
determinations" possibly differ entiating the degrees nam ed there as primary and 
secondary imagination .38 The state which is passive in relation to the other can 
thus be interpreted as the primary imagination of percepti on, which is instinctive, 
a reflex of the mind. The water-insect is yielding to the power of the mightier 
current as the mind yields to a myriad of stimuli, and creates a picture of th e 
world around. The active state, conversely, can be the secondary, poetic 
im agination, which co-exists "with the conscious will." The act of will instigat es 
and controls the poetic imagin ation: "This power, first put in action by the will 
and understanding, and retained under their irremi ssive, though gentle and 
unn ot iced, controul reveals itself in the balance or reconci liation of opposit e or 
discordant qualities ." 19 

The tw o-paragraph definition of imagination in chapter 13 has become the 
crux of Biographia Literaria. Not only the interpretati on of the definition, but also 
its immediate context, the letter written to a friend is polemical. To quote the 
differen t standpoints is not my concern here. To counter the passage on the 
water-insect and its interpretation of imagination to the definition of chapter 13, 
how ever, offers an interesting point. There, at the centre of Biographia is "the 
theory of imagination as a synthesising faculty that creates unity out of multeity 
so as to bring about the self-construction of the subject in a personal version of 
the Eternal Sum or I Am."•: H ere, imagination as an int ermediate faculty refers to 
a suspension of closure and an engagement in a proce ss of continuous self-
construction and self-deconstruction, constitution and decon stitution of mean -

37 Another metaphoric descripti on of the passive and active phases of imagination at work in th e 
reading process appears in chapter 14: "The reader should be carried forward ( ... ) by the pleasurabl e 
activity of the mind excited by the attractions of the journey itself. Like the motion of a serpent, 
which the Egyptians made the embl em of intellectual power; or like the path of sound through the 
air; at every step he pauses and half recedes, and from the retrogre ssive movement collects the force 
which again carries him onward. Pr ecipitandus est liber spiritus, says Petron ius Arbiter most 
happil y" (Biographia II, p. 14). 
38 Biographia I, p. lxxiii. 
39 Biographia II, p. 16. 
40 Rajan, p . 104. 
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ings. As an intermediate faculty imagination strives not for a unity, but immerses 
in the contemplation of the play of multeity. 

The intermediate aspect of imagination appears elsewhere in Biographia. 
Coleridge's use of the word is perhaps best und erstood in light of his discussion of 
th e strength of thinking in 

leaving a middle state of mind more strictly appropriate to the imagination 
than any other, when it is, as it were, hovering between images. As soon as it is 
fixed on one image, it becomes understanding; but while it is unfixed and 
wavering between them, attaching itself permanently to non e, it is imagination 
[ ... ] a strong working of the mind." 

Coleridge's metaphoric al passage on the '.\·ater-insect can be taken as a "fine 
thing," a vivid imag e Keats would h.n-e ta\ ·oured when reading Biographia 
Lit eraria. Yet, it is o b\·iousl:-· n ::,t Sclid unintenti onally : Coleridge inserted th e 
image as an illustrati on. an "emblem of the mind's self-experience" in th e 
discussion, and a..rial:-·sed it to sketch a theory of imagination. Probably, Keats 
would ha\·e seized up on a similar image with a "sense of Beauty," and would have 
considered it to be an intuitive insight, which cannot be dissected and analysed. 

Keats's metaph orical description of th e creat ive process as a "snail-horn 
percepti on of Beauty" was worded in a letter written to the painter Benjamin 
Robert Haydon in April 1818. His friend is addressed as a fellow-artist, with 
'.\+.om Keats shares th e experi ence of creatiYe work: 

I ha\·e ever been too sensible of the bbyrinthian path to eminence in Art 
judg ing from Poetry) ever to thirck I ur:derstood the emphasis of Painting . The 
:r::-iumerable compositions and 2eco::-:?ositions which take place between the 
:ntellect and its thousand mater:.;.:s before it arrives at the trembling delicate 
and snail-horn perception of Be.1ut\· - I know not you many havens of 
intenseness - nor ever can know d:e::-: - but for this I hope not you atchieve is 
lost upon me ... 42 

The source for the subtle recogniti on is self-reflection, a "watchfuln ess in 
himself," which for Keats is perhaps the strongest motivation through which a 
po et comes to maturity. Keats beliews, the creative process is an intim ate 
experience, its emotional and intellectual intensity cannot be captured fully in 

41 "The Seventh Lecture " (1811-12) in Coleridge's Shakespearean Criticism quoted by Wolfson , p . 
325. 
42 Letters I, pp. 264-265 . 
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words. Moments intense in the birth of the work are necessarily lost to the 
recipient, even if they are familiar with the creative work of other arts. Sceptical 
as to what can be known and conveyed, Keats seizes the image he finds to suggest 
what cannot be analysed. 

The moment of perceiving and creating beauty is described in the passage, as 
imagination can only be captured, metaphorically. Keats uses an image of nature, 
though also evoking a literary experience, an image he found especially vivid in 
Shakespeare's Venus and Adonis and copied in the letters: 

Audi - As the snail, "'·hose tenders horns being hit, 
Shrinks back <s> into his shelly cave with pain, 
And there all smothered up in shade doth sit, 
Long after fearing to put forth again ... 4l 

The phrase "snail-horn perception of Beauty" evokes sense perception, strangely 
combining the tactile and visual in the image of the sense organ of the snail, to 
describe an aesthetic experience. The attributes, as if by sympathetic imagination 
identifying with the snail, beautifully evoke the sensitivity of the creative mind. 
The "perception of Beauty" refers to that moment when a unity of the mind and 
its object is found, which com es half through perception, half through creation. 

Keats's metaphorical description places the emphasis on the indeterminacy of 
the creative process, and on the impersonality of the creative state. The 
compositional decisions, he writes, "take place between the intellect and its 
thousand materials," thus the creative mind and its materials appear to work upon 
each other, the former being much like an agent. A similarly impersonal view is 
worded elsewhere in the letters: "But as I was saying - the simple imaginative 
Mind may have its rewards in the repeti[ti]on of its own silent Working coming 
continually on the spirit with a fine suddenness." 44 This passage might be 
interpreted as recalling moments when recognitions, memories, which were 
absorbed and dissolved to be part of the self, suddenly leap into the mind, and 
become formative of experiencing reality. Perhaps the nicest implication of the 

43 Letters I, p. 189. Jonathan Bate traces the inspirations of the passage and claims that the image of 
the snail is combined with a line which Keats probably borrowed from Hazlitt's account of 
Shakespeare's mind at work: "In Shakespeare there is a continual compositi on and decomposition of 
its elements, a fermentation of every particle in the whole mass" Gonathan Bate, Shakespeare and the 
English Romantic Imagination [Oxford : Clarend on Press, 1986], p . 170). 
44Letters I, p. 185. 
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passage is that these moments may come continuously also on "the simple 
imaginative Mind," not merely on "Man of Achievement." 

Woodhouse explains in his commentary on Keats's mode of writing: "He has 
said that he has often not been awar e of th e beauty of some thought or expression 
he has composed and written it down . It has then struck him with astonishment -
and seemed rather the production of another person than his own. [ ... ] It seemed 
to come by chance or magic - to be as it were something given to him." 45 

Strangely enough, there are no signs of th e indeterminacy described in the passage 
in Keats's corrections in the drafts of the poems. Most of them, even the odes, 
were written rather as "extempore effusions," Stillinger claims, and where the 
drafts show processes of revising , their concern is primarily stylistic. In his 
exciting study Stillinger tries to resolve the puzzle: "The revisions within th e 
drafts, then, are of interest mainly negatinly: they have so little to do with th e 
creative process . Either some trial-and-err or activity of initial composition took 
place in Keats's mind before he enr put pen to paper, or else we must believe 
what W oo dhouse reported from conversati ons with Keats: there was never any 
significant amount of trial-and-error activity at all in the proce ss - a large share of 
Keats 's lines came "by chance or magic."46 Textual criticism remains just as 
sceptical about what can be known from the extant drafts as Keats is about what 
can be grasped and conveyed from th e inte nsity of th e creati ve process. 

Keats's comparison of the creative process to a "labyrinthian path" warns of 
its "negative" aspect, that comp osition is full of digressions, dead-ends. Th e 
"innumerable compositions and decompositions" lay bare a state of 
indeterminacy, an inner frissure of the creative mind. It is here that Coleridge 's 
and Keats's views of the creative process come closest. The very process of 
thinking, of writing constantly regenerates meanings, keeps them unsettled, in an 
undecidable play, both of them seems to say. Yet, Keats fixes the moment of 
creation when the synthesising desire of the mind perceives and creates a unity, 
"Beauty." For C oleridge, secondary or poetic imagination is co-existent with the 
conscious will , depends on it, as it dissolves and dissipate s so as to re-create. An act 
of will is emphatically entailed in the creative process, and imagination is often 
described as work, struggle, it being a mental effort, as opposed to Keats's 
insistence on a reliance on the intuitiw po wers . 

45 Quoted by Jack Stillinger , "Keats's extempore effusions and the question of intentionality," in : 
Romantic R evisions, ed . Robert Brinkley (Cambrid ge: Cambridge Universit y Press , 1992), p. 312. 
46 Stillinger, "Keats 's extempore effusions ," p. 312. 

127 



KATALIN PALINKAS 

Keats tried to demarcate his "province of poetry" as sharply different from 
the contemporaries, while also bearing their strong impact on the poems. His 
numerous reflections on Wordsworth's poetry, and its troubling influence can be 
traced in Keats's letters. In contrast, there is practi cally no reference to Coleridge 
in the letters, though even his impact can be felt for instance in Keats's "Isabella," 
or "La Belle Dame Sans Merci." Keat s did not write critical comments upon 
Coleridge's poetry, as evidently he did not feel it a need to extricate his poetry 
from Coleridge's influence. The only criticism in the negative capability passage 
comes as repudiation. In spite of all this, however different the poetry it 
produced, a common concern of theirs can be detected for that "pleasurable 
activity of the mind," which takes place in the creative process. 
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The Nineteenth-century Theatres of Gabor Egressy and 
William Charles Macready 

BEFORE THE CURTAIN 

"Shakspeare is a good raft whereon to float 
securely down the stream of time; fasten 
yo ur self to th at and your immortality is safe." 1 

The thought of the present comparison between Macready's and Egressy's work 
onstage and off was inspired by two curious remarks. Firstly, that Macready's first 
fully restored King Lear was produced in 1838 the year when Egressy's was too. 
Secondly, in 1845 Gab or Erdelyi reported the way Macr eady acted Othello with 
the deliberate aim to present imitable foreign example to Hungarian actors . These 
two bits of information would be enough to spring a Hungarian Macready-
researcher at immediate wor k, but there was a third impulse as well. Following 
the Hungarian war of independence in 1848-49 Jacint R6nay, once secretary to 
Kossuth and then emigrant in England, sent account s of London theatre life back 
to Hungary for Egressy's theatrical journal. 

Hence this paper will focus on the roughly contemporary int ellectual 
milieux and theatres of William Charles Macready (1793-1873) in London and 
Gabor Egressy (1808-1866) in Pest-Buda and on the possible connections between 
them. It is not only their temporal parallel that pr ompts the present essay. Their 
equally perfectionist (indeed, difficult) personalit y , deep and expert fondness of 

1 G. H . Lewes , "Macready, " On Actors and the Art of Ac ting (1875}, also in Victorian Drama tic 
Criticism , ed. George Rowell (London : Methuen, 1971}, p. 86. 

Th e AnaChronisT (2002} 129-150 ISSN 1219-2589 



GABRIELLA REUSS 

literature and Shakespeare, and radiant personal power to shape public taste are 
what relate them. Their inexhaustibly energetic and also pioneering efforts in 
Shakespeare's cause, or Shakespeare's verse within what Davidhazi calls the 
"mystification" 2 phase of the Cult gained both for them and their profession a 
long-awaited social respect. Both actors used their newly earned middle-class 
appreciation nobly, indeed, effectively, which furthered not only the art of the 
stage but the art of letters as well. 

THE BACKDROP 

By the nineteenth century the cult of Shakespeare, thanks to Garrick, had reached 
its full bloom in England, and the seeds were ready to be spread elsewhere. 
Indeed, bringing it home from England became a basic need for other countries. 

Dobson, who views the matter from an English political angle, points out 
that not only America needed to take "steps towards appropriating the Bard in 
the interests of its own national and imperial project." 3 Countries on the 
Continent realised that Bardolatry must become a part of the national literature at 
some point. It is no accident, says Dobson, that the adoration of Shakespeare was 
adopted with ardent enthusiasm after the Jubilee "by the next European country 
to experience a literate middle-class movement, Germany, (and thereafter by so 
many other emergent nations - Poland, Hungary, Czechoslovakia)." 4 Dobson is 
quite right about the role of the "literate middle-class." The social groups that 
were to constitute the future Hungarian bourgeoisie nurtured the cult themselves, 
educated the public to become readers and audiences, set modern and quite high 
demands for the cultivators of the worship, even if the first morsels of the cult, 
the first experiences, were imported by aristocrats. 

In Hungary it was mainly the members of the nobility, like Baron 
Wesselenyi, Count Szechenyi, who read in foreign languages and had the means 
to travel abroad. But the editors and journalists who published or commented 
upon these travelogues in their magazines equally contributed to the 
appropriation of the Bard, and they all came from the middle-class(-to-be), 
Davidhazi's cultural anthropology points out. In this phase which Davidhazi calls 

2 Peter Davidhazi, Isten masodmdiitt)e (Budapest: Gondolat, 1989). 
3 Michael Dobson, The Making of the National Poet (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p. 228-229. 
4 Dobson, p. 226-227 (my italics}. (It would perhaps be less AnaChronistic of Dobson to refer to the 
Czech or Bohemian, etc. parts of the Habsburg Empire rather than to Czechoslovakia.) 
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"initiation" to the cult, the Hungarian journals of the turn of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth centuries noted and highly praised the respect which the English 
expressed towards their scholars, poets and language, methods of maintaining and 
promoting the national literature, paralleled with an often urging, reprimanding 
overtone towards Hungarian upper classes who could have done more to import 
Shakespeare. 

The news about the Jubilee and cult of Shakespeare 5 was received with 
almost unanimous apprec1at10n. Garrick's recipe, the national and 
institutionalised admiration of a poet offered ready means and methods for the 
cultural mission enthusiastic Hungarian men of letters and educators of men had 
sought. In the next phase, preceding true "institutionalisation" which Davidhazi 
describes as "mystification," a religious tone appears in Shakespearean discourse. 
On paying a Yisit to Shakespeare's birthplace the expressions of Hungarian 
pilgrims would rise to the heights of sacred adoration identifying Stratford with 
Bethlehem or e\·en :\lecc.1 as our source R6nay did." 

The new intellectual fashion in Hungary created a market for Shakespeare 
which was most easily met by quick, careless translations from German versions 
of the plays. However, to the fortune of later generations, the rise of the literate 
middle class put an end to these pedestrian translations by firmly requiring higher 
standards and producing light winged texts. When in his lnditvany a 
szelif'•r::1 onosz'tas ugyeben (1848)7 Egressy openly demands the poets of the highest 
rank _-\rany, Petofi and V orosmarty be honoured and financed by the nation to 
proYide translations worthy of Shakespeare. Thus the lowborn actor, a prominent 
new member of the literate middle-class was in fact making the first steps towards 
institutionalising the Hungarian Shakespeare cult. 

:\lac:-eady's task, in the context of an apparently solidly established 
admiration of the Bard seems at first sight to have been rather different. The state 
of the cult in England can easil:, be characterised by a perfectly serious proposal 

5 "Shakespearnak Jubileuma" [Shakespeare"s Jubilee], Mi11denes Gpijtemeny (1790), in Dividhizi, 
p. 96. 
6 In 1864, Karoly Szasz, poet and Shakespeare translator, in his tri-centennial ode referred to 
Stratford as Bethlehem (Davidhizi, p. 143); while Jacint R6nay in the first edition of his Diary wrote 
with great simplicity "Stratford, Britannia ~lekHja" [Stratford, Mecca of Britannia] (Dividhazi, 
p. 210). 
7 [A Proposal for the Spiritual Nationalisation of Geniuses] Gabor Egressy, Eletkepek, Vol. V, 
20th February 1848. 
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Macready recorded in his Rem iniscences for erecting a monument to Shakespeare's 
mother. Macready's attitude was: "query, why not his grandmother?" 8 

Often fluffed by brutality or explicit sexual references, the Restoration 
versions of Shakespearean pieces still popularly held the English stage. The 
programme of the Jubilee in fact featured none of the original Shakespearean 
plays. It appears that after Garrick no one ever read the original dramas apart 
from theatre-avoiding Romantics. Lamb's categorical refusal of having to see "an 
old man tottering about the stage with a walking-stick" 9 instead of his noble, 
visionary Lear is an obvious testimony against current stage versions. Thus it was 
left to a figure both devoted and famed, like Macready, to stop the adapters, Tate, 
Davenant, Colman, Dryden and the actor-managers clinging to Shakespeare's 
name rather than words and float on peacefully towards immortality or at least 
financial success. Our commercially mystified but generally unknown Author, 
degraded into the state of raw material or mere ingredient had to be saved from 
the tide. A Hamletian statement (though philologically untrue) would perfectly 
summarise the situation of the adapted plays, especially of King Lear: "it was 
never acted, or if it was, not aboYe once - for the play, I remember, pleased not 
the million, 'twas caviare to the general.,. : Thus :t\hcready's task appears to have 
been in a way similarly educational: redirect public attention and taste to their 
original object. His theoretical insistence on Shakespeare's words required 
completely new acting versions in practice. 

Remarkably, both our restless heroes Egressy and Macready chose to dig out 
Shakespeare from underneath equally corrupt translations and adaptations, and 
create their own relatively pure Shakespearean text. 

8 \Villiam Charles Macready, .H.1cready's Reminiscences and Selections from his Diaries and Letters, 2 
vols., ed. Sir Frederick Pollock, one of his executors. (London: Ylacmillan, 1875), Vol. I, p. 462. 
9 Charles Lamb, "On the Tragedies of Shakespeare. considered with reference to their fitness for 
stage representation" (1811), also in Jonathan Bate. ed., The Romantics on Shakespeare (London: New 
Penguin Shakespeare Library, 1992), p. 123. 
10 William Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. Harold Jenkins, Arden edition third series (London: Routledge, 
1982), p. 262, II.ii.431-3. 
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WORDS, WORDS, WORDS 

Relatively pure only, since Egressy did not manage to have a complete and 
professional Shakespearean translation and Macready did tailor Shakespearean 
lines. 

Macready's first restoration, Richard III in 1823 proved unpopular with 
audiences who much preferred Cibber's version. Stubbornly enough, Macready 
did not give up. Despite the failure he soon started contemplation on restoring the 
text of other plays, 11 King Lear among them. With this play, however, he took 
much care not to chase audiences away. In an experiment in 1834 he restored 
most of the text, yet following Tate's order in the storm scenes, and omitting the 
Fool. In later accounts he did not pride himself in this partial restoration though 
the greatness of the achieYement and the significance of strategic progress is 
clearly indubitable.:: 

The restoration of King Lear in 1838 was probably Macready's greatest 
achievement. The extent of the changes in this play has been reported in many 
ways. ~v1ost sources, either contemporary or retrospective, applaud and appreciate 
the actor's efforts, and differ only in temper in doing so. One of them is the 
twentieth century theatre historian Odell, calm, omniscient and reliable, who 
after thorough examination found that the arrangement on the whole "follows 
Shakespeare's with great accuracy." 13 Hostile voices have been rare: it is always 
the mediocre contemporary actor, George Vandenhoff who is cited; whose nearly 
(in)famous sentence is the sole one which has represented the anti-Macreadian 
attitude ever since the late-nineteenth century. Of the 1838 restoration of King 
Lear Vandenhoff said in 186C that Macready "restored as much of the text as 
suited him." 14 Yet the production was and has ever since been widely celebrated as 
admittedly the first to include the Fool in one and a half centuries. 

11 ~1acready's 1st restoration: Richard Ill (1821), the 2nd one: Antony and Cleopatra (1833), the 3rd 
one: King Lear (without the Fool) (1834). 
12 More on the 1834 production in Gabriella Reuss, "Veritas Filia Temporis or Shakespeare 
Unveiled? William Charles Macready's restoration of Shakespeare's King Lear in 1834 according to 
his unpublished promptbook," The AnaChronisT (2000), 88-101. 
13 George C. D. Odell, Shakespeare from Betterton to Irving, 2 vols. (London: Constable, 1963, 
reprint of 1920), Vol. II, p. 195. 
14 George Vandenhoff, Lea,:es from an Actor's Note-hook, with reminiscences and chit-chat of the green· 
room and the stage, in England and America (New York, 1860), also in Robert Spraight, Shakespeare 
on Stage. An Illustrated History of Shakespearian performance (London: Collins, 1973), p. 74. 
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As it is clear from his promptbooks, 10 Macready's changes concerned mainly 
the length of the parts spoken, which, as the usual practice of theatres, is quite 
forgivable; or, as in the case of King Lear, the order of certain scenes, not the words 
of Shakespeare . 

In fact, Macready followed the living tradition established by Garrick and 
continued (and carried to excess) by Kemble and Kean to cut Act One short after 
the Curse which had been the greatest "peak" in the play for all Lears. Lear thus 
gains an impressive exit after the ariaric monologue at Goneril's expense. The 
other point of more serious change was th e storm in which Macready did not dare 
to straighten out the T atean scene order. The core of it is that Macr eady followed 
Tate in joining the Shakespearean Act III Scenes 5 and 7 in one, supposedly for 
practical reasons, namely, to avoid another quick scene change. However, at least 
he exchanged all of Tate's bombastic or explanatory expressions for Shakespeare's 
own and included parts for the Fool. Hence the result, despite Vandenhoff's 
accusations, is obviously more Shakespea rean th an not, while familiar enough to 
prove capable of catching the audience's favour. 

As Macready, Eg ressy was also curious about the original text, or about the 
closest access to it. In a way, Egressy to o returned to Shakespeare's words when 
his production demanded a new translation from English. The way to it, 
however, was not paved; thus he had detours of a different kind . 

Having Shakespeare in Hungarian, and later, having Shakespeare played in a 
manner worthy to the Bard, as organic parts of mystification, soon equalled a 
higher degree of civilisation and refinement of taste. Out of the twenty-two plays 
by Shakespeare appointed for translati on in 1831 by th e Academy, then the 
Magyar Tud6s Tarsasag , ten (!) were produced in the following one and a half 
decades. According to Kerenyi, "ebben nagy szerep JUtott a szmesz1 
ke zd emenyez okeszsegnek. Egres sy CS rviegyeri az atlenyegi..iles nagy lehe toscgei t 
talaltak meg szerepeikben ." 16 

The first Shakespearean translation from English, was Macbeth, in prose, was 
made as early as 1812, however, this venture by Gabor Dobrentei had not 

15 For the restoration of King Lear in 1834, see the promptbook held by the Bodleian Library, 
Oxford . For the 1838 production see the promptb ook preserved in the Forster Collection, National 
Art Library, Victoria & Albert Museum, London. 
16 [This was due to a large extent to the initiati ve taken by the actors themselves . Egressy and 
Megyeri found great possibilities for identific ation in their Shakespearean parts.] Imre Kerenyi, "A 
nemzeti romantika szinhaza," A Nemzeti Sz{nhdz 150 eve, ed. Ferenc Kerenyi (Budapest : Gondolat, 
1987), p . 23. The great comic actor of the time, Karoly Megyeri was the first Hungarian Falst aff. 
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invoked much response. It took nearly three decades for his pioneering view to 
work from the original rather than a German translation, came into fashion. In 
1830 Dobrentei updated his Macbeth: re-translated it, this time in iambic verse and 
published it in an independent volume accompanied by, as Davidhazi appreciates, 
"az angol szakirodalom elmelyi.ilt ismereterol tan{1skod6 kiserotanulmanyokkal 
kOrltve." 17 

Significantly, Egressy selected Dobrentei's work as an example to follow, and 
eventually managed to bring Shakespeare's rather than Schroder's Sturm und 
Drang style Lear onto the Hungarian stage. Egressy knew Shakespeare's play only 
from German translations and there had been only one model, again a German 
speaking one before him. In the winter of 1836-37, ignorant of the fact that he 
was to be contracted by the opening Hungarian Theatre of Pest and driven purely 
by his professional curiosity, he managed to reach Vienna in quite an adventurous 
fashion (thanks to his overt po\·erty) where he saw the famous actor Anschutz in 
the Burgtheater production of King Lear. So much different from that of the 
itinerant actors, the refined style of the Austrian artists, especially that of 
Anschutz impressed him deeply. He started preparing in mind for the title role, 
but the basis for such study was still missing. The lack of a playable text was 
recognised by Vorosmarty in 1837 in an overtly bitter tone: 

.\zon darabok koz61, melyek m(1s nemzeteknel a szinhaz orokos diszei, 
melyekben magokat jeles szineszek vetekedve gyakoroljak s a kozonseg 
csiiggedetlen reszvetele mcllett km111tctik, alig birunk egyet-kettot j6 
forditasban. Nines Leari.ink, nines Rome6nk; nem lathatjuk a V eleneei 
Kalmart, Hamletnek esak arnyekat birjuk; [ ... ] pedig esak ilyen darabokban 
mutatja ki magat a szinesz ereienek tcljes nagn,igaban, ily elmemuveken 
gy akorolhatja magat haszonnal. s erhetik val6di m uvessze 18 

17 [Accompanied by studies betraying thorough knowledge of English secondary material.] 
Davidhazi, p. 1C7. 
18 [Of those plays which are the everlasting ornaments of theatre for other nations, in which actors 
of greatest renown practise and excel themselves competing before the untiring attendance of the 
audience, scarcely do we possess one or two in good translation. We have no Lear, no Romeo; cannot 
see The Merchant of Venice and possess only a shadow of Hamlet [ ... ] although only in this kind of 
plays can an actor show his full power, only in this kind of works of the mind can he practise 
himself with use and ripen himself a mature artist.] 1-.Iihaly Viiriismarty, criticism on the 
performance of Schiller's Die Rduber at the Hungarian Theatre of Pest, dated September 18, 1837, in 
Mihaly Viiriismarty, Dramak, elbeszelesek, bi'dlatok, Magyar remekfr6k series, ed. Andras Martink6 
(Budapest: Szepirodalmi Kiinyvkiad6, 1974), p. 676. 
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The picture of the learned and learning artist apparently coincided with the 
aims and nature of both stars. As Macready, Egressy was not contented either 
with the texts currently available. From this time two unpublished but played 
acting versions are known due to Bayer's and Kiss's researches; but Egressy threw 
away both . One of them was, "Her6szi Szomoru Jatek 5 Felvonasban 
Shakespeare es Schiller utan, kesziilt 1811 februariusaban" as Zsuzsanna Kiss 
found, 19 while the other was probably translated by a touring company director. 20 

Egressy rather chose to adopt the comparative practice Dobrentei followed, 
when beside the original, he used Voss's , Burger's and Schiller's German versions 
as well. The censored promptbook frontispiece reads "Az eredeti, Schlegel es Petz 
utan fordfrottak Vajda, Jakab, Egressy." ~1 Of the translator team lstvan Jakab 
spoke German, Peter Vajda mastered English and Egressy supervised and co-
ordinated the work paying special atte ntion to his role which, in turn, was 
translated in iambs by Vajda for him. 

Erd ek es ,·detlen, hog y az els6 ere<lctib6 1 forditott magyar Lear -bemutat6ra es 
az 1606-os eloadas utani lcgelso telj es, csonkitatl an Lear-eloadasra A ngliaban 
egyazon evben, 1838-ban keri.il sor. 22 

Like Macready's production four months earlier, 21 it received a warm 
welcome. The title role remained one of the most popular and best 
"impersonated" roles of both actors (on this even the most hostile critics agree), 
who, true to their nature, neYer stopped refining themselves in it. Forster wrote 
in The Examiner: "Mr Macready has now, to his lasting honour, restored the text 
of Shakespeare [ ... ] Mr Macready's success has banished that disgrace from the 

19 [ A Heroic T ragedie in 5 Acts after [not by] Shakespeare and Schiller, written in Februarius, 1811) 
Zsuzsanna Kiss, A Lear k irdly magyar ford£tdsain,1k ,zoveg· es szfnpadtorteneti vizsgdla ta, unpubli shed 
PhD thesis (Budapest: ELTE , 1997), p. 51. 
20 According to Bayer, Ferenc Koml6ssy's text is dated 1819. In J 6zsef Bayer, Shakespeare drdmdi 
hazdnkban, 2 vols. (Budapest: Kisfaludy Tarsasa g Ki:inyvtara, 1909), Vol. II, p. 275. 
21 [Translated from the original, Schlegel and Petz by Vajda, Jakab, Egres sy] Kiss, p. 79. The 
Hungarian Lip6t Petz translated the play from English to German(') and th e raw material was the 
\X'arburron edi ti o n of King Lclr. Pet z\ translatwn is "fo rm ahu. ponto s, va l(idi iroJJlmi crtek" !tru e 
to the original form, punctual, indeed a valuable p iece of liter ature]. Kiss, p. 73. 
22 [Interestingly enough, the debut of King Lear translated from the original took place in the very 
same year as the first full, untruncated producti on of Lear after 1606 in England.] Kiss, p. 76. 
23 Macready's production took place 25th Januar y 1838. 
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stage for ever." 24 Egressy's effort was quite similarly appreciated . In the following 
passage by lmre Vahot the nearly religious tone of mystification will also betray 
itself: "Shakespeare Learjet a nagy kolto egyik legbuzg6bb tiszteloje, sot, muveszi 
dicsoitoje, Egressy Gabor hoza legeloszor szinpadunkra. E tetteert legyen aldott az 
6 neve!" 25 Toldy's opinion is also positive: "A fordhas helyenkent darabos, de 
altalaban veve megis az eredetinek erejet megko zelito, s iigy es kez muve. A kiraly 
szerepe jambusokban." 26 

On the formation of the role Archer, an eyewitness-biographer says of 
Macready that 

in Lear he found ample scope for [ ... ] subtlety of psychological suggestion 
which was one of his great qualities. He marked the gradual encroachments of 
insanity by the most delicate touches; md the irresistible tenderness of the last 
act contrasted beautifully with the owrwhelming vehemence of the first and 
second. 27 

Even if we coolly replace all the superlatives with their basic forms in this 
obviou sly partial account we will see the main direction of Macready's 
impersonation of the character. His display of domestic gentility is widely 
appreciated even by the most hostile critics of the age. Archer's description refers 
to two other important points as well. First, that Macready 's Lear was much less 
ariatic than any of his predeces sors as he carefully designed graduality and 
credibility of all psychological changes. Second, that in his interpretation, as both 
the critics and his Diary refer to it, he is reluctant to display the Lambian image of 
the physically weak old man tottering with a stick. Rather, he depicted an 
energetic, vigorous old fellow with red cheeks and dominating, loud voice. 

24 John Forster , "}.facready's production of King Lear," The Examiner, Febrnary 4, 1838. Also in 
D ram atic Essays by John Forster and George Henry Lewes, eds. William Archer and Robert W. Lowe 
(London: Walter Scott Ltd 1896), p. 50. 
25 [Shakespeare's Lear was first brought to our stage by a most enthusiastic admirer, indeed, the 
artistic worshipper of th e poet, Gabor Egressy. For this deed, bless'd be his name!] Imre Vahot, 
"Lear kiraly," Regelo, April 14th, 1842. Also in Magyar Shakespeare Tukor. Esszek, tanul md.nyok, 
kritikd.k, eds. Sandor Maller and Kalman Ruttka y (Budapest : Gondolat, 1984), p. 130. 
26 (The translation is not round occasionall y bm in general it comes close to the power of the 
original and is the work of a skilled hand. The king's role in iambs.] Feren c Toldy, Athenaeum, May 
5th 1838, The idea of looking at this particular piece of criticism came from Zsuzsanna Kiss. 
27 William Archer, William Charles Macready, Eminent Actors series. (Lond on: 1890), p. 203. 
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The only thirty-year-old Egressy, fifteen years Macready's junior in the title 
role was also highly praised, even by critics like Toldy and Vahot who had had 
the opportunity to see Anschiitz's Lear in Vienna. Vahot wrote: 

Egressy mint Lear, kivev e az cro scbb 1ndulat ok es szenvede lyek kifejcz eset, 
1\nschut zcel sok tekintetben kiallja a verse nyt, sot azt vettc m eszre, hogy 6 az 
oregseget testhordozasaban -hiveb ben ti.in reti vi ssza, s azon 1elenetben is, m1don 
Lear Cordeliat megi smerve , ez elott ter dre esik , s bunban 6 lag be sze l, hajland 6 
vagyok Egressy nek m·ujt :rni az els6 seg b :iberj :ir. 18 

Interestingly, it is Egressy's domesticity and tenderness that moves th e critic's 
heart the mo st, which fact undoubtedl y strengthens the invisible st ring that relates 
the two actors. The passages quoted suggest that even if neither of the actors was 
too kingly or heroic, these momenta being absent from all the description s; with 
their empathy, analytic mind and psychological studies they mastered the 
personal or natural touches which caught their contemporaries' attention. 
Apparently, their life-size Lears brought the character closer to the audiences. 

THE WORLD A:\D THE STAGE 

A deeper look into the Hungarian and English intellectual context in the 1830s 
will explain more of the curious and seemingly occasional similarities between the 
tw o actors. Indeed, further ones will pop up, I found. Not only their 
per sonalities, interests and maximali sm but their consciously chosen and 
developed style, way of interpretation, views on their profession and even their 
social position and impact have resemblances. 

Unlike Kean, Mac ready never went on stage illuminated by alcoho l, never 
led a Bohemian life , never left his partners' parts unre ad... and of course was 
never adored so ardently in unison. In short, he was eminent; that is, a sober and 
staid member of resp ectable society. 

In rather an un-actor-like way he owned a house with flowery garden in the 
calm village of Elstree near London from where he took the trouble of 

28 [Egressy as Lear, except in the expression of stronger emotions and passions , stands in many 
respects the competition with An schutz, indeed, I notic ed that he [Egressy] reflects old age by 
stature more faithfully, and in the scene in which recognising Cordelia he falls onto his kn eels and 
speaks full of regret, I am willing to give the laurels of priority to Egressy.] lmre Vahot, "Lear 
kiraly," Regelo, April 14th , 1842. Also in Maller & Ruttkay, p. 130. 
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commuting to work and lived there in peace with his lawful wedded wife and 
over half a dozen children, reading and preparing indefatigably. According to 
Macready's Diary, 29 the actor's read in g vari ed on quit e a wid e scale: from Austen, 
Byron, Thackeray, Fielding, Rousseau, Voltaire and Racine etc to the classical 
authors (Livy, Homer, Virgil are often mentioned) whom he certainly read in 
their original tongues as his partbooks are usually full of Latin and Greek 
marginalia. He th ought and talked his part s over with his wife, an actress hers elf, 
and more importantl y, with his friends. Th e dinn er partie s the Macreadys thr ew 
as the Diary and Archer 's biography tell us, saw m any a reputed m an of lett ers 
and artists of the age: the W ord swo rth s, Charles Lamb, William Wallace (his 
literary adviser) to menti on some of the earlier friend s. The yo ung generation was 
represented by J. H. Reynolds, Lord Edward Bulwer-Lytton, Talfourd and 
Browning. Dick ens and Forste r were always regulars. Westland Marston 
complements th e list ·with the nam es of T cnn yso n, Th ackera y, Stanfield, Madi se, 
Etty, Da vid Rob erts, remarking th at the guests' "very presenc e was a testimon y to 
the int ellect and cultivati on of thei r host. It may be said" continues Marston, who 
himself gaYe 1'Iacready his first play to read , "that few had obta ined any marked 
reputation in literature or art without making his [Macready' s] acquaintance." 30 

The phenomenon, the highly cultured actor as an active and reputed 
m emb er of the learned circles, who attempt ed to cont radi ct the great Romantics 
and playe d the unactabl e play of th e mind , was at the tim e unique enough to 
attract attention. It is th en not surprising that Macready sought and received 
suff icient encouragement from his learne d friend s when he initiated his 
Shakespearean restorations. \Xihen he was plannin g his first restoration of King 
Lear in 1834 in the last minut e, alth ough having Forst er's stro ng supp ort 
throughout, before making the prom ptb ook he "C alled on Reynold s [ ... ] who 
appro,· ed of Lear with Shakespeare 's text. "11 The pledge of mutual respect and co-
operati on betw een theatre and contemporary liter ature seems to hav e been the 
actor's person, especially, when the comm on goal was the reintroduction of 
expunged texts tO the audience. 

Finding descriptions of Egressy rou ghly corr esponding with th ose qu ote d 
above of Macread y was not a difficult job at all. Staud's remark is pr actically an 

29 William Charles Macready, The Diaries of Willia m Charles Macready, 2 vols. , ed. Willi am Toynbee 
(London: Chapman and Hall , 1912). 
30 Westland Marston, Our Recent Acto rs, 2 vols. (London, 1888), Vol. I, p . 61. 
31 Macre ady, The Diaries, Vol. I, p. 129, dated May 3rd . 
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equivalent of Marston's. Egressy's "Baratai koranak legtehetsegesebb emberi ki:iziil 
keriilnek ki." 32 However, we must not expect fancy dinner parties at the Egressys: 
the actor who in fact made his way to the Burgtheater from Pest-Buda on foot to 
see Anschutz, lived with his fragile young wife, an actress herself, and their three 
children on rather moderate means, renting a small flat near the theatre over a 
chemist's. 

In Hungary, perhaps due to the poverty of individuals, the circles of the 
intelligentsia met in inns rather than in private homes. Attempting to list 
Egressy's friends we find that critics like Bajza and Henszlmann who were most 
fierce opponents in the columns of magazines, frequented the very same circle at 
the inn Csiga. A prominent regular of the Csiga and later translator of the first 
full, and ever since most nobly and poetically phrased King Lear, Vi:iri:ismarty 
essayed on Shakespearean dramaturgical matters with just as great care as he 
taught correct English and Hungarian pronunciation on a linguistic basis in his 
criticisms. As chief editor of the Athenaeum, he gave space in his magazine for the 
ardent talks that stormed around Egressy's acting. 

As Macready's "natural" style caused debates among viewers and reviewers 
throughout his career, Egressy's style stirred critical aesthetic discourse as well. 
The discussions of his style were paralleled by arguments on the reception of 
Shakespeare. 

"An idealist Hegelian," 33 sharp-penned Bajza 34 was convinced that nature or 
reality should never be presented as they are, rather, in a beautified way. 
"Forditani klasszikai muveket hiven kell ugyan, de szinpadon eloadni nem mindig 
!eh er, es Shakespeare-t n evezetesen h i'iseg rovasara k ock az ta tni, m uvei to! 
elidegeniteni a magyar ki:izi:inseget, nem okossag." 15 Hence Bajza expected Egressy 

32 [His friends came from among the most talented people of his age.] Geza Staud, "Egressy Gabor," 
Nagy magyar sz{neszek, eds. 11ikl6s Gyarfas and Ferenc Hont (Budapest: Gondolat, 1957), p. 95. 
33 Bela Vardai, "Egressy Gabor mint Shakespeare-szinesz," /vfagyar Shakespeare Tdr, Vol. II, No. 3 
(Budapest: 1909) 1-120, p. 7. 
34 He was the first director of the Hungarian Theatre of Pest, founder of several critical journals 
(e.g. Kulfoldi jdteksz{n which was meant to publish foreign plays or Kritikai Lapok which was first to 
publish regular criticisms). He also fathered the custom of publishing both regular literary and 
theatrical reviews. See also the Introduction by Laszlo Negyesy to Bajza J6zsef munkdi, ed. L. 
Negyesy, Remek.ir6k series (Budapest: Wodianer es Fiai, 1908). 
35 [The translation of classical works must be done faithfully to the text but the performance on 
stage is not always possible; and risking Shakespeare by preferring faithfulness, and thus alienating 
the audience from his works is not a clever thing to do.] J6zsef Bajza, "Othello," Athenaeum, 
November 22nd, 1842. Also in Maller & Ruttkay, p. 112. 

140 



EGRESSY AND MACREADY 

to sweeten his harsh style with a pinch of idealisation. Egressy answered in a 
dialogical pamphlet in which he refused being "nice" and stood for the 
characteristic and the real. Art historian Henszlmann joined the debate on the 
actor's side 36 arguing that in understanding Shakespeare 

kozonsegiink egy ev 6ta nagyot haladt [ ... J Epitsiink bar [ ... J nagyobb 
szinhazat, [ ... J lassuk el azt csupa MacReadyk, Rachelek, Seydelmanok es 
Garrickekkel, [ ... ] kepezzi.ik bar dramairciinkat mer6 Shakespeare-ekke, [ ... ] s 
megsem lesz nemzeti szinhazunk mindaddig, mig a ki::izonseg i::ineszmelkedesre 
nem szokik, mig a kritika egyestilt er6vel azt ezen oneszmeletre nem 
i:iszti:inzi. 37 

Being a much more private person, Macready never wrote pamphlets 
explaining his style. However, ·we may trace a similar approach confessed to his 
Diary. In one of the rare moments when he was content with his performance he 
wrote "I felt myself the man."'' One of his main goals was not to "represent," as 
then was said, implying a distance between the actor and his piece declamation 
followed by bows and applause within a play. Rather, he meant to identify with 
the character all the time while on stage. He wasted no word and no effort 
whatsoe\·er on beautification or idealisation. 

\Vhether sympathetic or not, sources quite agree on the main features of 
Macready's acting. Downer mentions a contemporary critic in The Theatrical 
Times who found that "If Kean were the Byron of actors, Macready may in many 
respects afford a parallel to Wordsworth ... [in particular, his] insight into the laws 
of nature under its varied modifications."'" Being less sweepingly passionate and 

36 Imre Henszlmann, "Othello," Reg do, :"-: o,·ember 20th, 1842, Also in Maller & Ruttkay, pp. 122-
126. ·'K,,nn"':bb c,zrcvcnni, vajon miJ()n Fnc,ss· ,·alamcly szcrcpbcn hcgeJujatszc'it kcpcz, lchuzza-<: 
keszn·u1ct ng,· ncm, s mozgasai itt ,·Jg'- amott deg kcrckJcJck vaLinak-<: - mint a muvcszct 
legbcl,ribb muhch·cbc bchatni" [It is easier to note, when Egressy represents a violinist's solo in a 
part, whether he takes off his glove or not, whether his movements here or there are round enough 
or not - than to get to the innermost workshop of art.] Henszlmann, "Othello," also in Maller & 
Ruttkay, p. 125. 
37 [Our audiences have progressed a lot. [ ... ] Let [ ... ] an even larger theatre be built, [ ... ] supply it 
with all MacReadys (sic!), Rachels, Seydelmans and Garricks, [ ... ] train our playwrights all 
Shakespeares [ ... ]: yet we will not have a national theatre till the audience gets used to awareness, till 
they are encouraged and helped by critical discourse.] Imre Henszlmann, "Othello," Regelo, 
November 20th, 1842. Also in Maller & Ruttkay, p. 123. 
38 Macready, The Diaries, Vol. I, p. 192, dated October 25th, 1834. 
39 The Theatrical Times, II. 1847, p. 164. Also in Alan S. Downer, The Eminent Tragedian W C. 
Macready, (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 354. 
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much more intellectual than Kean, also less "stately" than Kemble and even more 
industrious and analytical, Macready was constantly balancing and synthesising 
spontaneous and conscious acting. It is not surprising then, that many an 
experienced theatregoer missed the usual pathos, or, as Horne did, accused him of 
reading poetry "very badly" for he broke up poetry according to sense (sic!) and 
mood rather than to music. Certainly Horne admits that Macready was still very 
impressive, "because he is thoroughly in earnest." 40 Another respected eyewitness 
reaches a very similar conclusion: "in all the touching domesticities of tragedy he is 
unrivalled," says Lewes. "But he fails in the characters which demand impassioned 
grandeur, and a certain largo of execution. His Macbeth and Othello have fine 
touches, but they are essentially unheroic." 41 Thus Macready redefined what was 
expected from tragedians and opened the way before a more realistic or "natural" 
style of acting. 

Macready's unusual way of identification, his unheroic Macbeth and human-
sized Othello impressed Janos Erdelyi when he saw him act in Paris in 1844. He 
wrote to Pesti Divatlap openly setting Macready's example before Hungarian 
actors and spectators: 

Ha Egressy Gabor most ,·olna Parizsban, sok hasznat vehetne azon 
studiumoknak, melyeket Macready jatekab61 merithetni. [ ... ] a kozonseg is 
csak elmegy szinhazba, de mint az iskolas gyerek, konyYvel a kezeben, 
Robertson ur forditasa szerint olvasvan a szfneszek utan Shakespeare-t, s ez 
csak fele haszon, mert a szineszet elvcsz, s pedig min6 elv a szineszettel' 42 

40 R.H. Home, A New Spirit of the Age, 2 vols. (London: 1844), Vol. II, p. 115. 
41 G. H. Lewes, "Was Macready a Great Actor)'' in Dramatic Essays by John Forster and George 
Henry Lewes, ed. William Archer and Robert \X'. Lowe (London: Walter Scott Ltd, 1896), (London: 
Walter Scott Ltd, 1896), p. 13'.J. 
42 [If Gabor Egressy were in Paris now he could make much use of those lessons which Macready's 
acting provides. [ ... ] and the audience attend the theatre, like schoolchildren, with books in hands, 
reading Shakespeare following the actors in l\lr Robertson's translation. And it is yet not really 
beneficial since they lose the acting thus, though with that what joy it would be!] Janos Erdelyi, "Uti 
levelek Parizsb61," Pesti Divatlap, January 19th, 1845, philosopher and critic, later director of the 
National Theatre in r848-49. Also in Maller & Ruttkay, p. 134-135. 
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WEEDING AND PLANTING 

According to Trewin, one of his biographers, Macready "had no regard for the 
profession he helped to raise." 43 However, Macready himself says in his Diary: 
"Miserable as my profession is, its wretchedness is aggravated by the persons 
allowed to degrade it." 44 Fortunately, a well-known oracle, the Oxford Companion 
to the Theatre sticks to facts more than Trewin does here and c,?ncludes: "He[ ... ] 
made many enemies, particularly by his constant disparagement of the profession 
which he adorned." 45 

Most of the defects in the colleagues that were th e targets of Macr eady's 
merciless weeding, in fact, well deserved their fate : in either Covent Gard en or 
Drury Lane, Macready accepted neither carelessly collected riffraff costumes 
without study, nor indolent and imprm·ised quotations from the author instead of 
the playtext. When n ot in a managerial position, he restricted himself to open 
disdain towards colleagues, letting off steam in his Diary in the shape of frequent 
sighs, complaints and even m ore frequent curses. 46 He blamed these buffoons of 
colleagues for the lack of social respect and financial safety which was a painful 
experience for actors 47 in the mid-nineteenth century. Constantly worried about 
the future of his seven children, Macread y made desperate efforts to maintain a 
steady middle-class living on an actor's income that was rather unpredictabl e both 
in sum and regularity. 

Apparently, he did all he could: "He was th e first English manager to insist 
on full rehearsals, particularly for supers and crowd-scenes," 48 as even the laconic 
Oxford Companion registers. As Horne vividly describes it, "he made the 
supernumeraries act - a mortal labour . He not only multiplied the brood of th ese 
'turke ys,' but he crammed them, and made men and women of them." 49 Under 
the heading of "ensemble acting" however , we certainl y should not und ersta nd 

43 J. C. Trewin, Jfr Macready. A Nineteenth Century Tragedian and His Theatre (London: Harrap, 
1955), p. 7. 
44 Macready, The Diaries, Vol. I, p. 129, dated May 14th, 1834. 
45 The Oxford Companion to the Theatre. ed. Phyllis Hartn oll (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1967), p. 598. 
46 One of his recurrent remarks in the Diary: He was "disturb ed [ ... ] by the carelessne ss of the 
performers" (Vol. I, p . 178). He regularly complains about "ill-disciplined actors" (Vol. I, p. 192). 
47 They needed extra income , e.g. American and country tour s, to stret ch the family pur se. 
48 The Oxford Companion to the Theatre, p. 598. 
49 Horne , Vol. II , p. 116. 
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the same as today. Stars like Macready did have their "peaks," but at least not only 
peaks. With Macready the intention to present a whole character throughout the 
play finally appeared. To those who expected the leading actor change back into a 
private person after giving an elevated recital of a "piece" (the word itself is indeed 
telling) to bow and seek immediate applause, or even to repeat a monologue (e.g. 
the Curse) as Garrick often did, Macready caused serious disappointment. 

Just as Macreidy, Egressy also headed a change in both quality and style. He 
started his career as an itinerant actor acting in their "singing-crying" 50 

declamatory style. The most tender hearted and civilised of critics, even 
Vorosmarty sends the once respected representatives of the old school off the 
national stage. 51 Young Egressy adapted and was soon to set the standards of 
modern Hungarian acting. He did so by example and also by sharing his views in 
print. He authored handbooks, A szzneszet konyve (1866), A szzneszet iskolaja 
(1879), 52 valid ever since, and a good deal of articles. He claimed: "az eddigieknel 
nagyobb praecisi6t 's correctseget nyerncnek eloadasaink, mi genialitas nelkul is 
eszkozolheto, ha komolyabban vesszuk a szineszetet, 's kisse tobb faradsagot 
vesziink hozza magunknak." 53 He also insisted on ensemble acting implying 
ensemble rehearsals, a matter initiated by ~vlacready on the early Victorian stage as 
well: Egressy says, "ne jatsszek a' szinesz mindig maganak, hanem az egesznek, a' 
targynak, azaz: segfrse motivalni L1rsa' jatekat." 54 An inherently private 
Englishman, Macready does not go further to educate future actors than the 
following remark in his Diary: "I never acted Macbeth better, and learned much in 
this night's performance. Hear this and understand it, if you can, you 'great' young 
actors!" 55 

50 The critic J 6zsef Bajza described it thus, expressively enough for the phrase to become a technical 
term. 
51 "There was a time when with stately stature and loud voice, that shook if not the viewers then at 
least the theatre (which not rarely was made from unworthy material), was held as appreciated and 
as main thing in art. Now the demand of the age has become stricter: people would like to 
understand for what they applaud." (Vi:iri:ismarty 1974: 692) 
52A sz{neszet iskolaja was published posthumous in 1879, 1889. 
53 [Our performances would gain greater praecisio and correctness which are achievable without 
geniality if we take acting more seriously] Gabor Egressy, "Parbeszed Szebeklebi es Egressy ki:izi:itt 
szineszi dolgokr61" (1842), Egressy Gabor 1.)alogatott cikkei 1839-48, a facsimile edition, ed. Ferenc 
Kerenyi (Budapest: OSZK Szinhazti:irteneti Tar, 1980), p. 5. 
54 [The actor should not play for himself but for the whole, for the subject, that is, help motivate his 
colleague's acting] Egressy Gabor valogatott cikkei 1837-48, p. 6. 
55 Macready, The Diaries, Vol. I, p. 236, dated February 1st, 1847. Italics are mine. 
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Egressy's suggestions rhyme well with Macready's standards; of which many 
remained confined in the Diary to the utter delight of future readers, while others 
were voiced at rehearsals to the utter resentment of colleagues. Egressy's fiery 
temperament could not stop at the public articulation of his opinion: he 
responded to the lack of school for actors by founding one .56 

As it is doubtful that the English star ever heard of Egressy or Hungary, it is 
tirrie to see how Egressy managed to possess morsels of foreign news and 
experience. After Anschiitz's Lear he was left alone professionally, let alone 
Vorosmarty's instructive criticisms, thus it must have meant a great deal what he 
learnt from travellers' accounts . 

Having seen Macready and his comp any in Paris in the winter of 1844-45, 
Janos Erdelyi talked, addressing his account directly to Egressy, of the 
celebrations with which the initiated and illuminated Paris audience greeted 
Macready . An aesthete, critic and philosopher, Erdelyi immediately reports on 
the state of the French Shakespeare cult as if it were a special thermometer to 
measure the development of civilisation and taste. 

Then he gives a sensitive account of Macready's and Miss Faucit's electrifying 
performance and original reading of Othello and Hamlet. Erdelyi found 
Macready's Othello full of warm colours, his Hamlet loving and highly 
sophisticated, offering extra material to Egressy. Whether or not Erdelyi is a 
reliable reporter, nonetheless, he appears to be a credible one . We must believe 
him when he is touched by and hence stresses Macready's extraordinary talent for 
depicting gentility and tenderness, suppressed pain, mingled with love and desire, 
as this ability of Macready had always been mentioned and praised by the English 
press. Also, Erdelyi's writing about it refers to the fact that these refined touches 
must have been a novelty for the Hungarians : 

Mikor [Macready mint Othello] elmondja, mikepp szeretett bele Desdemona, 
ez nem puszta elbeszeles, hanem a leglangol6bb emlekezet megujulasa, boldog 
szer etoi diadal [ .. . ) Harmadik felrnn :isban, h o! Jago folkeltven lelk eb en a 
vihart, a fe!tekenyseget; igy sz61: Litom, hogy eszreveteleim nagyon felizgattak 
kedelyedet. - Egy jotat sem (Not a jot, not a jot!) - felel Othello 
kimondhatatlan fajdalommal, melyben mind latszik a gyonged szerelem 
Desdemona irant .57 

56 The institution opened in 1865, nearly thirty years after its anticipation . 
57 [When [Macready as Othello] tells about how Desdemona fell in love with him, this is not a mere 
narration, but the renewal of the most blazing/ardent memory, of the lover's happy victory . ( ... ] In 
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The future director of the National Theatre (1848-49), Erdelyi continuously 
keeps track of both the actor's performance and of the audience's reactions, 
apparently holding them equally important throughout his report. 

Erdelyi's previous experiences, "egyszer a szinpad kozeper ol hurcolta nyakan 
fogva, fojtogatva Desdemonat Othello az agyba [ ... ] maskor azt is lattam, mint 
szoritak ki a lelket parna val szegenybol ,"'R seem to have stood on the verge of the 
ridiculous and the primitive, which, we can see, "dashed his spirits" a little. J6zsef 
Bajza, by recalling a very similar scene in 1842, verifies Erdelyi's memories. He 
must have referred to the very same performance (Lendvay as Othello), not 
without utter disgust : "Istenert! ne hurcolja tobbe Othello Desdemonat, es ne 
fojtsa parnakkal agyon szem i.ink clott, mert ez hajborzaszt6." 59 Interestingly, 
Bajza comes up with the same idea Macready's company was to present in Paris, 
surely ignorant of the English actors' practice: "A megfojtas az agykarpitok 
kozott mehet vegbe, de ne szemunk elott. "60 

This quite Mediterranean practice of dragging and public suffocating which 
alienated many a Pest-Buda spectator from Othello in 1842 appears to have been a 
widely spread and widely known scene as Gvadanyi wrote an amusing story titled 
Egy falusi n6tarius budai utazasa, and later J 6zsef Gaal was inspired to make a 
comedy, A peleskei n6tarius, out of it .6 ' A highly sympathetic spectator, the notary 
of Peleske on his visit to the theatre rushes onstage only to save poor Desd emona 
from brutal Othello's enormous black hands. Erdelyi even provokes the spectator 
by asking, "Csuda-e, ha ilyek lattara irt6zik a peleskei n6tarius?" 62 Erdelyi clearly 
prefers the use of a curtained four-poster bed which offers comfortable privacy to 
execute the task and Desdemona undisturbed. 

the third Act when Iago says, stirring the storm, jealousy in Othello's heart: I see this hath a little 
dashed your spirits. - Not a jot, not a jot! - Othello replies, full of unutterable pain in which his 
tender love for Desdemona is apparent.) Jan os Erdelyi, Pesti Divatlap, Maller & Ruttkay, p. 134. 
58 [ Once Othello dragg ed Desdemona by th e neck, stifling, from centre stage across to bed, on 
another occasion I saw when with pillow s her sou l was pressed out of her. ] Janos Erdel yi , Pesti 
Divatlap, Maller & Ruttka y, p. 135. 
59 [For God's sake! let us not allow Othello to drag Desdemona and stifle her with pillows to death 
before our eyes because this is horrid.] J6 zsef Bajza, Athenaeum, November 22, 1842, also in Maller 
& Ruttka y, p . 113. 
60 [The choking must take place behind the curta ins of the bed, not befor e our eyes. ] J6zsef Bajza, 
A thenaeum, November 22, 1842, also in Maller & Ruttkay, p. 113. 
61 The play was among the first to be staged at the National Theatre (1838). 
62 [Should we marvel that the notary of Peleske shudders at such a sight?] Janos Erdelyi, Pesti 
Divatlap, Maller & Ruttkay, p. 135. 
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In fact, Macready was merely following the Engli sh theatrical tradition 
which comprises stock props as well as stock stage business. In Macready's study 
boo k in which various Shakespeare plays are bound together with Lear, I found a 
pl ate on the frontispiece of Othello displaying a large canopy bed with an 
abundance of curtains, size and shape of a Turkish tent, t o provide for the double 
deaths. 

Hence Egressy must have found it vital to widen his own and his 
cont emporaries' hori zo n: he initi ated and then edited a new critical maga zine to 
serve as the compass of theatrical art, taste, and to guide audiences. The magazine 
called Magyar Sz{nhdzi Lap managed to sur vive in 1860 onl y for a year. 

Nonetheless, even this unfortunately short-lived journal furthered the actors' 
cause. Egressy asked for and receiwd material from contemporary liter ary 
celebrities. Beside po em s, reYiews and theoretical writings he published a brief 
view on the actors of th e English stage sent by J acint R6nay, Hung arian 
immigrant from London . 

Egressy's London correspondent was in fact an emigrant Catholic prie st, 
former secretary to Kossuth and the first Hungarian D arwinist who spent sixteen 
yea rs in exile in Engl and between 1850 and 66.63 A member of the British 
Association for th e Advancement of Science,64 R6nay regularly read about and 
atten ded the London theatres collecting material for his reports. His articl es being 
~vell-informed, attenti ve and remarkably imparti al, Egressy wanted R6n ay to 
proYide a series on Engli sh acto rs for his magazine . "Kean Edmund eletraj zat alig 
d.rom. Barmily hosszur a terjedne az, jogos helyet fog lapomban foglalni. [ ... ] Es 
ha Kean-nel keszen lesziink, nem lehetne-e aztan Shakespeare eletere is 
gondolnunk?" 65 Not only did R6nay write Edmund Kean's and Shakespeare's 
biographies, but he sent Egress::--the lives of Charles Kean and Macready as well. 

63 R6nay's exile in England: 1850-66 . A selection of his Diary incorporating these years was first 
pu blished in 10 copies accord ing to Davidhazi, but was re-selected and re-published in 1996. 
64 Davidhazi, p. 209. In England R6nay taught Kossuth's sons, whil e back in Hungary he taught 
Rudolf, heir to the Habsburg throne {1871-72) and Princess Mary Valery {1875-83). 
65 J acint R6nay, Naplo (V alogaras), e~L Gyi:irgy Hi:ilvenyi, METEM ki:inyvek series 13 {Budapest & 
Pann onhal ma, 1996), p . 258. R6nay kept some of Egressy 's letters to him, the one quoted above is 
from among them. [I can hardly wait for the biography of Edmund Kean. No matter ho w long it 
w ill extend , it will recei ve its rightful place in my magazine .[ .. . ) And if we are done w ith Kean, 
could we think of Shakespeare 's life then?] R6nay's study on Shakespe are appeared in the Appendix 
in Vol. VIII of hi s D iary publi shed in only ten copies. 
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Even if the book, 66 compiled from the earlier papers came out in 1865, the year 
preceding Egressy's death, on the basis Egressy's thoroughness, interest and zeal 
we might well assume that these were read by the Hungarian star. 

The friendly tone R6nay uses in Macready's biography is characteristic 
throughout the whole book, however, it does not indicate his partiality. His 
background as a scholar, natur al scientist and cleric served R6nay well: his 
statements are moderate, factual and argumentative. All his information coincide 
with the other sources, e.g. Macr eady's own writings, Erd elyi's letter s, or even a 
French journal which collected the contemporary French response to Macready's 
1844-45 tour in Paris. Henc e the citations below (unfortunately none about his 
King Lear) will not only stand there to embody what Egressy in fact knew of 
Macready at the time, but necessarily they will summarise the features that relate 
Egressy to the English star. 

"Tanulm nem szunt meg soha," wrote R6nay, "de jatekat szigoru, in gatlan 
elvek inteztek; ezert haladas a kovetkezetes volt. [ ... J J atekban a kovetkezetesseg, 
szorga lom nelkul nem is kepzelheto, s ivlacr eady feltun6leg szorga lmatos volt." 
Th e description might fit Egressy, without any changes: all his books, articles and 
personal example, strict demand s of praecisio and indu strio usness echo R6nay' s 
words. He continues, "szerepe minden szavan, jatek a minden mozdulatan, 
kezdettol vegig keres ztu l haladott akkor 1s, mid on kedHltebb hoseit szazszor 
ismetle." 67 However, not only does the latter statement betray the actor's hon est 
self-discipline. It also reveals the fact that he would not hav e been contented with 
giving a number of "good piece s of acting" a night: just lik e Egressy, he insisted 
on acting a complete character, a round human being, each time building up the 
psychological background for the figure. It seems, no on e questions the work 
Macready invests in characterisation, now from a French source: "Le talent de 
Macready reside clans l'etude et la meditation, clans le lent perfectionnement de 

66/ellemrajzok az angol sz{nvildgb6l: Kean Edmund, Macready Vi/mos, Kean Karoly. [Portraits from 
th e World of the English Stage. Edmund Kean, William Macready, Charles Kean]. Pest, 1865. 
67 [H e never gave up studying, but his acting was directed by strict, un ch anging principles thus his 
progress was consequent [ ... ] Consequent thinking cannot exist without industriousness in acting, 
and Macready was outstandingly industrious. He went through each and every wo rd and gesture of 
his roles, from the beginning to the end, even when he repeated one of th e favourite part s for the 
hundredth time.), R6nay, p. 119. 
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l 'execution" 68 the La revue sums up. On the occasion of the 1844-45 Pari s tour, 
the Le Constitutionnel stated that "l'acteur se m ontre sur la scene tout penetr e de 
l'esprit de son role, tout impregne du puissant genie de Shakespeare." 69 The latter 
remarks further assert the fact that Macready was n ot keen on delivering the 
traditional "points" but re-pres ented the imagined char acter on stage. 

"Macready nem puszta szenvedelyb61, han em meggy 6z6des b61 volt szinesz;" 
argues R6nay, "azert a sz1neszetet nem csak sajat diadalaiban, hanem altalanos 
vivm anyaiban is szerete , s ha kiizdott, hogy nevet a feledesb61 kivivja, kiizdott 
azert is, hogy palyatarsainak tisztes scges allast bizt osfrson, hogy a szfneszete t 
magasra emelje." 70 Although R6nay's empathy might be felt here, one cannot 
really deny the truth in his sentences. Macready took pains to find a new and 
respected place for th e histr ion ic profession in th e middle class, an effort Egressy 
shared with Macready. 

THE GREE.\ ' CLOTH 1 

Thus not lacking encouragement from and being surrounded by the mo st learned 
men of the time, hen ce guaranteeing his th eore tical backgro und and prom ot ing 
hi s popularity, Egressy was able to raise considerably the renown of his professio n 
and to produce, in hi s mo st timely art, something that would be mem orabl e in 
the future. Around Macready 's person a quit e simil ar circle developed and th e 
mutual co-operation and respect benveen the artist of th e stage and the artists of 
letters bore fruit: the actor's profession ,Yas not the same as when Macready 
st arted his career. In his Shakespearean restorations what once, in the age of 
Charles Lamb seemed impossible to reconcile, theory and practice, read ing and 
acting met. Shakespeare could only have benefit ed from all this: the popul arity of 

68 [Macready' s art lies in study and though t, in the slow perfection of the execution], "Wi lliam 
Charles Macready et les comediens angla1s a Paris (1844-45)," La revue des lettres modemes, Nos. 74-
75 (1963), p. 16. 
69 Le National: [throughout the scene the actor seemed to be entir ely penetrated by the spirit of his 
role, entirely impregnated by the great genius of Shakespeare]; La revue, p. 19. 
70 [Macready became an actor not because of sheer passion but out of conviction; hence he not only 
liked the acting profe ssion for his own successes but in general too, and if he struggled to lift his 
name from oblivion he strugg led for his fellow-actor s as well, to provide them with prop er job s and 
for the elevati on of the prof ession .], R6nav , p. 113. 
7 1 A quote taken from the end of the promptbook prepared by Macready for his parti al resto ration 
in 1834, surpri singly preserved in th e Bodleian Archives. 
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the actors conveyed the merits to the wider public. If nothing else, the cult, 
learned respect that had preserved Shakespeare's plays grew. Egressy managed to 
play Lear fifty-six times while Macready in his longer career gave it eight more 
times. 72 

Both acting versions of King Lear were milestones in their own tradition, 
which of course, even the enthusiastic recorder of their histories admits, were 
only there to be surpassed. H ow ever, doing so was not very easy. Charles Kean 
and Irving built their spectacular Lears on Macready's only after his retirement; 
and only Egressy's death could put an end to the career of a text in which, 
incidentally, only his part was in iambic m eter. Vorosmarty's powerful and 
tragically instrumented translation of 1855 had to wait for fifteen years until the 
actor's mem ory in tha.t well-trained audience of Egressy and his literary friends 
would fade. b ·en after Vorosmarty's tr anslation was finally billed at the N ational 
The atre in 1870, four years after Egressy's death, the new text often got 
overw ntten by Egres sy's in the promptbook, in individual parts and personal 
mem ones. 

72 Egressy's data from Staud, p. 115, Macready's data from Archer, p . 203. 
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Mailing Versus Blackmailing 

Senses of Delivery in Edgar Allan Poe's "The Purloined Letter" 

What happens when one has to realise that something has been stolen from him 
or her in such a cunning manner that (s)he is incapable of doing anything against 
the act of purloining? The victim first becomes embarrassed, then irritated, maybe 
enraged, and (s)he, of course, will desperately want to get it back. In case the 
victim is equipped with the necessary courage and cunning (s)he might want to 
steal it back, exactly in the astonishing manner of the thief. 

A reader, a man or woman of letters might become the victim of such a 
process when reading "The Purloined Letter," 1 the literary example of a case 
described above. The thing so stolen is no less than the reader's trust in a "story 
proper," in a "manifold message," and thus in the possibility of the nondescript 
and vulnerable notion of cath,mzs. If one is not content with any of the various 
replacements, after becoming embarrassed and irritated (s)he will try to do 
whatever is intellectually possible in order to get it back. For this purpose, an 
extraordinary amount of courage and cunning is needed, since the thief is the 
author himself, who seems to take delight in confronting his reader with an 
emptiness in the heart of his story. And the act of purloining is so perfect that the 
emptiness might demonstrate to the victim that the thing stolen has never been in 
his or her possession, which is still not a proof of the fact that it does not exist. 

1 All quotations from and references to the text are based on the following edition: Thomas Olive 
Mabbot, ed., Collected Works of Edgar A!lan Poe: Tales and Sketches, 1843-1849 (London and 
Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press and Harvard University Press, 1978) 972-997. 
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How to steal it back, then? This short story is the third and last, in Poe's 
words "perhaps the best," 2 of a series of tales of ratiocination, celebrating the 
congenial and ingenious "analytical mind" of the master-detective, C. Auguste 
Dupin. How to compete with him in acumen? 

The text begins with a serious warning in Latin: "Nil sapientiae odiosius 
acumine nimio" ("Nothing is more hateful to wisdom than too much cunning"). 

Knowing that this line is ascribed to Seneca but it has not been located by 
the philologists, and also knowing that itself was purloined by the author from an 
early version of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" (the first tale of the series),3 
can we, shall we take this warning to heart? In the name of wisdom, we must, 
even if we allow the possibility that the sentence is already part of the trick of 
purloining. 

In the "Rue Morgue" version, the utterance is directed against G., the Prefect 
of the Parisian Police, who is "somewhat too cunning to be profound" - but is it 
certain that the target is the same here? In "The Purloined Letter," there are some 
people much better equipped with cunning than the half "entertaining" and half 
"contemptible" Prefect . The 1v1inister D., both a practitioner and a victim of 
purloining, as well as of "analytical" exercises, who is a poet and a mathematician 
in one person, cannot possibly be devoid of acumen, not to mention Dupin 
himself. Considering that the motto d_id not appear in The Gift edition (the first 
publication of the story) 4 but was a later insertion, one might even say that Poe 
managed to "seal" his tales of ratiocination with such a ·warning directed against 
his own method. And where is the terminus? Who can take the last step in this 
game of "set a thief to catch a thief?" Of course, it is the reader. But which 
reader? 

In this case, there seems to be an almost endless chain of readers and 
readings. This particular text (and this particular game) has proved to be so 
powerful that - although the plot is very far from being sensational (especially as 
opposed to some of Poe's other stories) - it has managed to stir up such a 
sensation in recent critical and theoretical thinking that even a volume entitled 

2 Poe wrote J. R. Lowell on 2nd July 1844 that '"The Purloined Letter,' forthcoming in 'the Gift' is 
perhaps the best of my tales of ratiocination" (Mabbot, p. 972). 
3 Cf. the Motto in Mabbot, p. 993. 
4 Cf. Mabbot, p. 973. 
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The Purloined Poe5 had to be issued as a kind of testimony to its importanc e. 
Starting with Jacques Lacan's famous Seminar on "The Purloined Letter' '' (which, 
according to Jacques Derrida, already partly refigur es Marie Bonaparte's Fr eudi an 
int erpretation), many outstanding critics have answered the challenge: Derrid a's 
"La Facteur de la Verite" 7 and Barbara Johnson's "Th e Frame of Reference: Poe, 
Lacan , Derrida" 8 hav e proved to be exceptionally influential in the chain of 
interpretation. 

Inspired by th ese texts, I no w have to tak e into accou nt the motto' s warning 
ind eed: too much cunning is hateful to wisdom. In other words: the 
overco mplication of explan ations might destroy the art of disentangling, whic h, 
accor ding to Poe, is "that m ora l activity" in which the true "analyst" "glories." 9 

The only problem is: h ow much is too much? Where is the limit one must not 
transgress when trying to ent er into a conversati on with Poe's text, in order not 
to vio late the "honour among thieves?" Poe, the mast er of proportion might offer 
us a helpful device in hi s revi ew of Hawthorne's Twi ce-Told Tales: we might say 
that the interpretation, lik e a good story, must be "peru sable" (i.e. readable and 
understandable) "at one sicting." 10 

Yet also accordin g to Po e, "These tales of ratiocination owe most of th eir 
popularity to being some thing in a new key." 11 Perhaps it is not the amount but 
the mode of cunning that h as to be dealt with cautiou sly, perhaps in this case "too 
much" is a qualitativ e and not a quantitative distincti on. How to find the "new 
key" of cunning that is not incompatible "·ith wisdom> W e must try at least to be 
"w ise as serpents and harmless as doves."" 

5 John P . Muller and William Rich ardson, eds., The Purloined Poe: Lacan, Derrida & Psychoanalytic 
Reading (Baltimore and London: The John s H opki ns University Pr ess, 1988). 
6 Ja cqu es Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan , Book II, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans . Sylvana 
T omaselli (Cam bridge : Cambri dge UniYersity Press, 1988) 191-2 05. 
7 Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and Beyond, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Pre ss, 1987) 411-497. 
8 Barbara Johnson, "The Frame of Reference: Poe, Lacan, Derrida, " Literature and Psychoanalysis, 
Yale French Studies 55/6 (1977) 457-505. 
9 Poe says this in "The ~1urders in the Rue Morgue" (Mabbot , p. 528). 
10 E. A. Poe, "Twice-Told Tales, by Nathaniel Hawthorne, A Review," Anthology of American 
Lit erature, Vol. I, ed. George McMichael (>Jew York: Macmillan Publishing Compan y, 1985), p. 
995. 
11 Poe wro te th is in a lett er to his friend , Philip Pend leton Cooke, 9th August 1846 (qu oted in 
Mabbot , p . 521). 
12 Cf. Matthew, 10:16 
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The structure of the text is very much like that of a good detective story. 
There is a frame, a comfortable setting in which three people discuss a crime. 
Although there is a confidential Narrator, the events of the "crime story" are told 
first by the Prefect and then by the Detective (Dupin), so the first person 
Narrator loses his primary function and thus becomes a dubious and passive 
character. (The arabesque pattern of narrators might remind one of the structure 
of Scheherazade's tales in The Thousand and One Nights as well.) 

The crime is very simple . In the royal "boudoir," a letter of great importance 
has been stolen from the Queen by the Minister who immediately replaced it by a 
letter of no value, and although she witnessed to the act of purloining, she was 
paralysed by the presence of the King, from whom the whole matter should be 
concealed. The matter requires extreme delicacy. (In fact, the words "Queen" and 
"King" do not appear in the text, they are referred to as "royal personages" and it 
is only the personal pronoun that differentiates them.) 

This is a promising start, and the reader (whose trust is not yet stolen) 
imm ediately starts to make guesses of various importance . For example: 

1. It is perfectly normal that a "Royal He" visits the boudoir of a "Royal She" 
- but what has a Minister got to do there: 
2. Even if it is the royal custom that state-affairs are discussed Jt this particular 
place of intimacy, how can the }.linister have the courage to meddle with pieces 
of paper on the Queen's desk? 
3. For what possible purpose does the Minister purloin the Queen's letter? 
4. Who sent the letter and what is it about? 

The reader might expect a "good detective story" to unfold along the lines of 
these (and similar) questions, but in Poe's text it is exactly this kind of 
information that is withheld. It is only the third of these miscellaneous na'ive 
questions that can vaguely be answered: by stealing the letter, the Minister gains 
power over the Queen and has the possibility of blackmailing her into whatever 
he wants. But this possibility is never realised. As Lacan observes: "He [the 
Minister] suspends the power conferred on him by the letter in indeterminacy, he 
gives it no symbolic meaning, all he plays on is the fact that this mirage, this 
reciprocal fascination is established between himself and the Queen ... "13 

The letter gives the possibility of power to the person who holds it -
somewhat like Aladdin's lamp in the Arabian tale - but its 'jinni' is never let 

13 Lacan, p. 200. 
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loose, as if no one wanted to or knew how to do that. (This is not the only 
"lamp" Dupin decid es not to use: when the Prefect enters, he literally stands up to 
light one in his room, but upon hearing the purpose of the visit, he sits down 
without doing so, preferring to think in th e dark. ) 

There is no scandal, no juicy story to satisfy th e reader's thirst (not 
necessarily for blood but for at least something to feel for, to identify with). 
Unless, of course, readers make it up for themselves. What Poe truly pre sents is a 
dry, although no doubt acrobatic display of "analytical" exercises, in which the 
main question is how to steal the letter back. 

Meanwhile, he manages to sterilise the text of everything that would disturb 
the pure intellectu al delight in the breathtaking flight of thought (of perfectly 
precise logic, blended with po etic intuition) . But does the principle of !'art pour 
l'art (in this case, ratiocinati on for the sake of ratiocin atio n) work without 
anything at stake, is it possible to enjoy th e "supernal beau ty" of the performance 
without the graYitation that attracts us to matters of life and death? If there is 
nothing at stake, there is nothing to lose when the delicate "luxury of meditation" 
Qike the blue smoke of the meerschaum which is so enjoyable to Dupin, the 
"'.',;arrator and the Prefect) vanishes into thin air. 

The text is extremely inviting because it is so seductive. It lures the reader 
into endless and comfortable philo sophising, or else it succeeds in exciting one to 
the pleasures of bringing one's own analytic talent into play, and the passion for 
"disentangling" thus aroused can easily become an addiction. The absence of 
"heavy weight," that is, the absence of a pr oper story with flesh and blood 
characters, seems to allow us to free ourselves of human responsibility in the 
course of a literary analysis. 

It is in this sense that instead of "mail ing" a "manifold message," Poe 
manage s to blackmail the reader: if we want to steal our trust in the power and 
"'·eight of literature back, if we cannot remain content with the comfortable talk 
without human responsibility , we oursel ves have to point out what is to be put at 
stake . This can be done either by entering an endless theoretical debate on what 
"literature" is, or by writing the missing story. 

In both cases, we are confronted with the problem of delivery. If the 
purloined "letter" (now in the sense of the "heavy weight" described above) 
cannot be delivered by the "ordinary mail" of literature, how can it still, in 
Lacan's words, "reach its destination?" Is it possible that someone, equipped with 
exceptional rhetorical abilities, c~n conjure it up through the brilliant delivery of 
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a speech? Or can someone's imagination conceive the seminal problem, and, after 
a pregnant silence, perform the successful delivery of a new-born story? Can we 
take Poe's text itself as a serve in an intellectual game of tennis, to be returned by 
a single, well-directed stroke? Or can we deliver ourselves from the problem, 
saying that the "heavy weight" we are so desperately looking for is simply 
nowhere to be found in Poe's text, and, like the helpless Prefect (who, by the 
way, is the single person in the story that might resemble a flesh-and-blood 
character) can we turn to an almighty master-detective who might show us that it 
has always already (" tojour deja") been there, under our very nose? (And what 
price are we willing to pay for that - either by filling a cheque or by way of "cash 
on delivery?") 

How could we find a "new key" of understanding? If the attempt at solving a 
poetic problem (the search for cathartic experience) with the help of logic proves 
to be a failure, could we not experiment with making the problem a logical one 
and trying to solve it with the help of a touch of poetry? Since the Minister owes 
his unusual abilities to being both a mathematician and a poet, it might be useful 
to invite mathematics into the process of analysis, keeping in mind, of course, 
Dupin's outburst against "mere" mathematicians: "Mathematical axioms are not 
axioms of general truth. \'>?hat is true of relation - of form and quantity - is often 
grossly false in regard to morals, for example." 

Since the morals of the characters in this story, to say the least, can be 
questioned, it might be better to turn to their "relations." Let us take the plot to 
be that of a mathematical problem, in which the personae are geometrical points, 
definable only through their relations to the others. Poe's usage of initials instead 
of names (the Prefect G., the Minister D., the Sender S.) especially encourages me 
to do that - some of the characters ha Ye already been ref erred to by a single letter. 
I will take six characters into account. Three from the narrated scenes: the King = 
K, the Queen = Q and the Minister = M; and three from the scenes of narration: 
the Prefect = P, Dupin = D and the Narrator = N. When a "relationship," by 
which I strictly mean 'personal acquaintance,' exists between two points, they will 
be connected with a line. Step by step, out of these lines, some kind of a figure 
will have to develop. I will also take into account the measure of trust between 
characters; trust will only be geometrically interesting when the purloined letter 
(which I, unlike Lacan, do not consider to be a character) is set into motion. 

156 



MAILING VERSUS BLACKMAILING 

(1) Let me begin with the King (K) - not only out of due respect but also because 
he seems to have the least to do with the all the others. This point is to be taken 
arbitrarily on the geometrical plane of th e story. He is acquainted with the two 
other points: the Queen (Q), who, in quite a conventional manner is subordinated 
to him (mostly by her fear of him), and the Minister (M) who, in turn, quite 
unconventionally seems to be in a co-ordinate relationship with him (since he can 
take liberties to such an extent in the royal boudoir). We do not learn whom the 
King trusts but, presumably, he trusts his Minister - and maybe he trusts the 
Queen as well, or at least this is what she hopes. The first figure is thus: 

K M 

Q 

(2) The second point to be observed is the Queen's (Q), the single female 
character's. She is the only one for whom this game is a "matter of life and death" 
- but since the text does not reveal anything about her person, it is quite 
impossible to be moved by her intolerable predicament. She can be connected ,to 
three other points: the King (K), the \linister (M) and the Prefect (P). Her 
marriage with the King is unstable: ,,·h.never went wrong between them gets 
manifested in the loss of the letter, ,;,,,hich, unlike Desdemona's handkerchief, 
might truly become an "ocular proof" of her secret affairs. (The secret is not 
necessarily a love-affair - it might be a political issue or anything else, but it is 
certainly something that disconnects her from the King.) Consequently, she is 
afraid of her husband. Her connection with the Minister is even more 
problematic. By taking her letter, the Minister took her liberty. She is of course 
terribly frightened but - as Lacan observes - there might be a little exaggeration in 
her behaviour, unless she is emotionally more involved in her relationship with 
the Minister than the text allows us to know. The way she turns to the Prefect of 
the Police for help indicates that she is capable of complete trust, either in his 
personal discretion or in the efficiency of the institution. This trust creates a co-
ordinate relationship between her and the Prefect: 
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K M 

Q p 

(3) The Minister (M) is the next point to be examined, the one completing the 
triangle in the royal boudoir. He is connected with four persons: the King (K), the 
Queen (Q), the Prefect (P) and Dupin (D). Not only is he in a co-ordinate relation-
ship with the King but, in the possession of the letter, he must feel even superior (at 
least in acumen). The way he is connected with the Queen, as we have seen, is quite 
problematic, mostly because his motives are unknown. Does this "monstrum horren-
dum," this "unprincipled man of genius" (as Dupin calls him) play this game out of 
sheer boredom? Or can we suspect something more between him and the Queen? If 
I were to write the missing story, maybe he would be the Sender of the letter him-
self, and the Queen's agony would be due to the fact that she could not finish read-
ing the letter - perhaps breaking their relationship off - when it was purloined. 14 

But this takes us far too far from geometry. The Minister's relation to the 
Prefect is quite clear: he can see through the Prefect's intentions and feels absolutely 
safe, in full awareness of his intellectual superiority. He is completely incapable of 
trust. But how does he feel about Dupin? Most probably, he takes the detective to 
be a worthy adversary, remembering the Vienna-incident between them in the past. 
But how is it possible that he does not suspect the return of the "evil turn" when 
Dupin enters his premises wearing "green spectacles?" Or is he so unprincipled that 
Dupin's machinations fit well into his plans because he got tired of his own game 
and wants to get rid of the wretched letter anyway? Be it so or not, it is beyond 
doubt that they are in a co-ordinate relationship. The third figure is thus: 

K M D 

Q p 

14 This idea was suggested by Geza Kallay. 
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(4) Let me continue with the Prefect (P), whose point constructs the connection 
between the narrated and the narrating personae. He, like the Minister is related 
to four other points, the Queen (Q) the Minister (M), Dupin (D), and the 
Narrator (N). He is perfectly loyal to the Queen, and rescuing her is his "knightly 
quest" (motivated, of course, just as much by his sympathy as by the prospect of 
the large financial reward). A down-to-earth, disciplined policeman, who does his 
best to fulfil his task. Although he is the typical "butt of jokes" in the intricately 
woven texture of this story, he is the only one capable of naive and hearty 
laughter: "Ha! ha! ha! - ha! ha! ha! - ho! ho! ho! [ ... ] oh, Dupin, you will be the 
death of me yet!" And he is right in a way: the natural and ordinary attitude to 
the world represented by him might be killed by the hyper-reflective way of 
thinking in the detective's analytical exercises. He is trustful, oddly enough, even 
of his opponent, the Minister, searching his house inch by inch, believing that by 
the perfection of his o,Yn method, he might find the letter. The "absolute legion 
of oddities" he liYes among might as 'Nell be called miracles of various nature, 
simply because he is incapable of logically accepting anything outside his private, 
well-ordered uni,·erse. He is subordinated to the Minister and Dupin, due to his 
intellectual inferiority, and he is in a co-ordinate relationship with the Queen who 
trusts him, as well as with the Narrator, whom he tacitly trusts. 

M D 

Q p N 

(5) Dupin's point (D) might be called the Archimedean "fulcrum" of this story (if 
such a term is compatible with the present experiment in Euclidean geometry), 
since Poe himself calls attention to the fact that "The reader is made to confound 
the ingenuity of the supposititious Dupin with that of the writer of the story." 15 

Many critics observe that he is not only the Minister's "double" (having the same 
"lynx eye" and repeating the same trick) but the author's as well - on top of all 
that, as the Narrator of "The Murders in the Rue Morgue" says, he himself is a 
"Bi-Part Soul" with a double self: "the creative and the resolvent." If the word 

15 Cf. Mabbot, p. 521. 
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"resolvent" is meant in the sense of 'being able to separate, or divide,' then 
Dupin's two selves seem to repeat preci sely the two inimitable divine activities 
expressed in the Book of Genesis (in King James' version) through the words 
"make/create" and "divide." How to place such a "point" on our two-dimensional 
geometrical plane? Following the Biblical line of thought: the human attempt at 
becoming God is the essence of sin. In what sense can Dupin's analytical exercises 
be considered to be sinful? Is there a sign of anything like that in the text? His 
diction, especially at the end of the story when his detached, impassive tone 
changes into a passionate and proud voic e of self-complacency reminds us of the 
diction of some of Poe's criminal-narr ato rs ("The Imp of the Perverse," "The 
Black Cat," or "The Tell-Tale Heart") all of whom give themselves away by the 
irrepressible pride over their ingenuity and security. As Stanley Cavell points out: 
'"I am safe' is true as long as it is not said: saying refutes it." 16 And what he says 
about "skepticism" is of essential import ance, since it may refer to the "perverse" 
game of analytical purloining as well: 

\X1hat I am calling Poe's perverse account of skepticism does, I think, capture 
an essential perr erseness in skepticism, at once granting an insight into 
skepticism and enacting a parody of it. The insight is that skepticism, the thing 
I mean by skepticism, is, or becomes necessarily paradoxical, the apparent 
denial of what is for all the world undeniable. I take skepticism not as the 
moral of a cautious science labouring to bring light into a super stiti ous, 
fanatical world, but as the recoil of a demonic reason, irrationally thinking to 
dominate the earth. I take it to begin as a wish not to reject the world but 
rather to establish it. The parod y is to deny this, to conceal the longing for 
assurance under an allegedly more o rigin al wish for self-vexation. This 
concealment is revealed at the end of the confessional stories ... 17 

It is in this sense that to some extent we can take "The Purloined Lett er" to be 
"confessional." Dupin's "signature" to the Minister in the form of a quotation 
from Crebillon's Atree et Thyeste (meaning something like "eat your own 
children," i.e. "you have fallen into your own trap" - or, as Lacan puts it in his 
interpretation: "Eat your Dasein!") is a sign of extraordinary sensitivity to the 
dangers of the analytical process. Thi s final conceit, together with the later 

16 Stanley Ca veil, "Being Odd , Getting Even," h , Quest of the Ord inary: Lines of Skepticism and 
Romantici sm (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 1988), p. 141. 
17 Cavel!, p. 138. 
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inserted motto about "too much cunning" might testify to Poe's awareness and 
acknowledgement of the whole problem of skepticism. 

Not forgetting about Dupin's "doubles," let us now turn back to geometry 
and single out a point for him on the chart - since, strictly speaking, he is a 
singular character with the primary function of the Detective in the story. He, 
like the Queen, can be connected with three persons (all of whom are his shadows 
in a way): the Minister (M), the Prefect (P) and the Narrator (N). Simply on the 
basis of intellectual superiority, the fifth figure looks like this: 

M D 

p N 

(6) The sixth and last character and point to be taken into account is the Narrator. 
He, like the King, is an "outsider" - never touching the letter. (But there is a 
considerable difference between the two of them: whereas the King is involved in 
the matter without knowing about it, the Narrator knows about everything 
without being involved.) He, again like the King, has only two "connections": 
Dupin (D) and the Prefect (P). With them, he completes the triangle of the 
narrating personae. In the text, the most personal pronoun, "I," seems to be the 
least personal. He is so much of a shadow of Dupin that he seems to lack 
individual characteristics - and this is what makes him dubious. His relations are 
to be constructed thus: 

D 

p N 
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In the next two steps of the geometrical construction, I would first like to 
combine all the lines drawn so far, and then to suggest possible connections which 
are not strictly on the basis of personal acquaintance. 

(7) What do we get if we put all the lines together in a figure? 

K----M----D 

// 
Q ---- p ---- N 

Although the lines are "doubled" because of the reciprocal relationships, the shape 
of a rectangle comes out, divided into four triangles, each of which represents one 
phase of the story. The first game of purloining involves KQM, the second 
(unsuccessful) attempt takes part between QMP, the third and crucial one 
happens between PMD, and the narrating scene - itself a game of purloining - is 
reflected in PDN. \'vhen the letter is set into motion, it takes its route clockwise 
along the lines of the QMDP parallelogram, and its direction is exactly in contrast 
with the directions of trust (up to the point we can follow it in the text, i.e. P -
since the fact that the Prefect takes it back to the Queen is presumable but never 
narrated). Points that share one line must share some features as well (e.g. QPN 
are intellectually or psychologically subordinated to KMD; QP are capable of 
complete trust as opposed to MD; KQ's non-ideal marriage stands opposed to 
DN's ideal friendship, etc.) 

(8) And what about other possible connections? The KP line could be drawn 
on the basis of their suspected or real naivete, MN can be brought together by the 
fact that they both are doubles of Dupin. But the diagonals of this rectangle are 
important as well: KN are both outsiders (as described above); whereas DQ can 
be connected on the basis of their desire to take revenge on M. 

K M----D 

J_ __ x···----. __ ----R .. 
··--... ________ _ 

Q p ----N 
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The figure we have thus received strangely reflects the shape of a folded and 
re-folded envelope (maybe somewhat "more chafed than [ ... ] necessary"). It could 
be sealed in the intersection of the diagonals and the MP-line: let me name this 
point R for Reader. What do we expect to find in this final envelope? A cheque of 
fifty thousand francs? A message letting us know that by such experiments we are, 
in a sense, "eating up our own children?" Or a letter of great importance, which 
indeed has reached its destination and hopefully will never be purloined? But 
what if the envelope is empty? Even in that case, we might see it as an envelope 
exposed to our mercy, and the responsibility of filling it or throwing it away 
(facing it or avoiding it in the Cavellian sense) is ours . 

• 
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Marta Korosi 

"Disembodied Spirits" Revisiting Manderley 

The Construction of Female Subjectivity in du Maurier's Rebecca 

I INTRODUCTIO N 

Daphne du Maurier's no vel Rebecca (1938) presents an intricate network of 
interpretative discourses that centre around the figure of Rebecca. Although 
Rebecca does not play an active role in the novel's plot, her function as a multi-
layered textual construction is immense. There are several layers of interpretation 
to construe Rebecca as a system of reference: Rebecca as a referential construction 
t~ interpret gender; Rebecca as a semiotic construction created by means of 
objects; Rebecca as the narrat or's double; Rebecca as body; and Rebecca as writing 
and narrative. These layers do not appear separately in the text, as they all depend 
on one another in their methods and purpose of constructing Rebecca. 

Du Maurier 1 uses the genre of the Gothic romance to arrange these layers 
into a unified text, in which she poses questions about the institution of marriage, 
the development of female subjectivity, sexuality, and homoerotic desire. As Janet 
Harbord points it out, both psychoanalysis and romance narratives draw upon 

1 Daphne du Maurier (1907-1989) was born in London into an artistic family. Her novels and short 
stories, which are mostly set in Cornwall, were widely read in her time, especially Rebecca, which 
was made into a film with the same title by Alfred Hitchcock in 1940. One of Hitchcock's other 
great movies, The Birds (1963) was also adapted from a du Maurier text . Du Maurier is becoming 
more and more popular within the field of feminist literary scholarship, as a result of Rebecca's 
various parallels with Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre. 
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the concept of development in which "to move in time is to progress from a state 
of flux to a state of stability," 2 where the "present is established as 'real' only in 
relation to a past that has been othered, reworked and reconfigured to give 
eminence to the present of identity." 3 Thus, in romance narratives, similarly to 
psychoanalysis, the past always serves as something to discard, to forget in order 
to live happily in the present, preferably in some institutionalised form, most 
importantly, marriage. 

The process of forgetting and discarding, however, is never fully complete. 
As Harbord writes, "[t]he past returns to haunt, to ghost the present and disturb 
the familiarity of 'home."' 4 This parallel makes it possible to interpret the textual 
construction of Rebecca in psychoanalytical terms, since du Maurier chooses 
repetition as the main narrative to ol to create Rebecca. The novel can be read as a 
text of continuous repetition and repression , returning and discarding, which 
provides a method to express female subjecti vity and desire . 

The most important repetition in the novel is the "wife-doubling," since after 
Rebecca dies, the narrator comes to fill her position as Mrs. de Winter, when she 
becomes the second wife of Maxim de Winter, the owner of the Manderley estate. 
Besides Rebecca, the narrator, and Maxim, the fourth major character of the novel 
is Mrs . Danvers, the housekeeper of Manderley . . 

Maxim de Winter and Mrs. Danvers represent opp osing forces fighting for 
the right to construct and interpret Rebecca . In a metaphor , this process could be 
described as a game of tennis in which Rebecca functions as the ball. As Rebecca is 
bouncing from one racket to another, her meaning and significance changes, as if 
on a spectrum between two binaries . The game played by Max and Mrs . Danvers 
can be seen as the process of constructing Rebecca in the narrative, since it is these 
two characters who, in the larger part of the narrative, let the reader know what 
Rebecca was like, or rather, what their concept of Rebecca is like. Since the two 
"pla yers" stand on the two halves of the tennis court, separated by the net, their 
images of Rebecca appear strikingly different. However, Rebecca finally refuses to 
take the trajectory allocated for her by either Max or Mrs . Danvers and decides to 
bounce off court, denouncing all interpretation along binary structures. 

2 Janet Harbord, "Between Identification and Desire : Rere ading Rebecca," Feminist Re v iew 53 (1996) 
95-107, p. 95. 
3 Harbord, p. 95. 
4 Harbord, p. 95. 
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The significance of this tennis game lies not so mu ch in Max's or Mrs. 
Danvers 's "enjoyment " but in the construction of the narrator as subject. As she 
always defines herself in relation to the vari ous concepts of "Rebecca," her 
identification with, or opposition to, "Rebecca" is also shifting, at times m oving 
in the same direction with the tenni s ball and oth er times getting away from it. 
The tennis game of th e narra tive suggests that th ere is no stable subject po sition 
either for the narrat or or for Rebecca; it keep s m oving, and if it seems to get 
stabilised, it is always only on th e surface. Th e instability of subject positi ons 
creates ten sion between the surfa ce layer and the sub text of the novel, that is, 
between th e story of th e narrato r's development int o a heterosex ual wo man 
(where her status is seemingly stabilised by th e sanctity of m arr iage) and her 
(unconsci ous) desire to denounce such an ultimate definition. The tension 
between the surface t ext and the subte xt charact erises the genre of romanc e, as it 
is "open to transgre ssive readings outside/ against the strictly normative hetero-
sexual matrix, even if the narrative works ultim ately (and at times unconvin cing-
ly) to contain and close these pos sibiliti es."5 In R ebecca, in spite of the fact that it 
is tradition ally regard ed as belongin g to the group of romanc e narratives, we can 
find nothin g that would convincingly re-establish the "norm ative heteros exua l 
matrix" in the end. Th e text, as H arbord point s it out, is informed by homoerotic 
desire and th e neglect , or even subversion, of th e Oedipal tabo o, which says that 
"you cannot be what you desire; you cannot desire what you wish to be." 6 The 
novel, on the one hand, presents the norm (either in terms of heterosexuality or 
sanity), on the other hand, works for the disruption of the binary of 
"subject/ object," "feminine / masculin e," and "angel/witch" and question s the 
validity of patrilineage and the het erosexua l po wer structure. 

II REBE CCA AS THE UN CANNY O THER TO INT ERPRE T GE NDER 

In his seminal study of "The 'Uncanny,"' Sigmund Freud describes this psychic 
phenomenon as "that class of the terrifying whi ch leads back to something long 
known to us, once very familiar." 7 From the point of view of Gothic romance 
fiction, the uncanny gains enormous significance, as it relates to what Freud calls 

5 Harbord , p. 97. 
6 Harbord , p . 104. 
7 Sigmund Freud, "The 'Uncanny,"' On Creativity and the Unconscious: Papers on the Psychology of 
Art, Litera ture, Love, Religio n (New York : Harper and Brothers , 1958), p. 123-124 . 
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"repetition-compulsion" in another essay entitled "Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle." The uncanny frightens us mainly because it is familiar but returns in 
an unexpected way, thus, it becomes striking. 8 When meeting with the uncanny, 
"the person seems to be experiencing something passively, without exerting any 
influence of his own, and yet always meets with the same fate over and over 
again." 9 In du Maurier's novel, Rebecca becomes the always-returning presence, 
whose meaning and significance shift according to the level on which she is 
interpreted. 

The endless returns of the late Mrs. de Winter becomes textually interesting 
because her haunting course is not "initiated" by her (thus, there is no 
supernatural element in the novel) but bY \lax, Mrs. Danvers, and, after a while, 
the narrator herself. All the three characters conjure up Rebecca for some peculiar 
reason by means of traces she has left \.ehind. Initially, what makes Rebecca's 
return possible is her going away, that is, her death. The dreadful secret Max hides 
is that he killed Rebecca and, having hidden her body in her boat, he sank her. 
The murder is a conscious effort on Max's part to silence, discard, and dissolve 
Rebecca, since she has become too "disobedient" as a living woman, with all her 
eccentricity, "inadequate" behaviour, and sexual drives. Max hopes that by killing 
Rebecca he can gain absolute control over her, as he is able to circumscribe 
Rebecca as a woman as well as a textual construction. If Rebecca is dead, Max can 
formulate her image in the popular imagination in the way he wishes, that is, he 
can keep Rebecca's character ·within the confines of the :\1anderley estate, where 
she is known to have fulfilled the role of the competent and faithful wife and 
social hostess. 

Maxim's ambivalent loYe-hate attitude towards his wife becomes manifest 
not only in their shopwindow-marriage and his murdering her, but, most im-
portantly, in his unconscious and unwilling desire to bring Rebecca back. He kills 
Rebecca, thus he relegates her into the realm of the past; however, he hides her 
body in a way that she can always return, that is, he sinks the boat not far away 
from the shore so that he himself may expect someone will sooner or later find it 
with the body lying at its bottom, as its name, Je Reviens, suggests. He identifies 
the body twice, almost deliberately duplicating his traumatic experience. Al-

8 Freud, "The 1-,·ncanny,"' p. 149. 
9 Freud, "The 'Cncanny,"' p. 150. 
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though he hates to admit that Manderley is "all Rebecca," 10 he makes no changes 
whatsoever to restore the original, "pre-Rebeccan" state of things, so every time 
he returns to Manderley he has to face the traces Rebecca has left behind. Thus, 
Max himself seems to act out the repetition-compulsion almost literally: he feels 
obliged, as Freud describes the process, "to repeat as a current experience what is 
repressed, instead of[ ... ] recollecting it as a fragment of the past." 11 By acting out 
the repetition-compulsion, Max unconsciously undermines his own effort to 
hermetically and hermeneutically close the past by murdering and burying 
Rebecca. Even the burial itself is a hoax: the corpse that lies in the family crypt is 
not Rebecca's, as the real body is floating in the boat sunk by Max, ready to 
surface at any time. 

Max's unconscious urge to bring Rebecca back endangers not only his 
control over her, but his masculine identity as well. As Avril Horner and Sue 
Zlosnik suggest, Maxim needs woman in order to construct his masculinity in 
opposition to the Other. 12 Maxim's efforts to create the Other, however, 
continuously fail, as for him woman has only "two faces: that of demon and that 
of angel." 13 It entails that in the course of constructing the Other, Max has to rely 
on binaries like angel/ devil, subject/ object, and masculine/feminine, and when 
Rebecca puts the whole meaning of these binaries in danger by refusing to 
conform to them, Max kills her, hoping that as soon as Rebecca is dead, the 
traditional binary structures can be restored, and his masculine identity secured 
with another marriage. 

Rebecca's impact as a construction, however, proves to be stronger than her 
significance as a living wife and hostess, exactly because of Max's repetition-
compulsion. His return to Manderley with his new wife amplifies Rebecca's un-
canny presence: the second Mrs. de Winter starts to assimilate certain characteristics 
of Rebecca's into her own subjectivity, even in spite of her own conscious effort to 
remain distinguishable from Rebecca. It is as if the very aspects of Rebecca that Max 
tries to suppress by murdering her were resurrecting in the new Mrs. de Winter, 
who has been chosen by Max directly because she is so much the opposite of what 

10 All parenthesised references are to this edition: Daphne du Maurier, Rebecca (London: Pan Books, 
1976), p. 287. 
11 Sigmund Freud, "Beyond the Pleasure Principle," A General Selection from the Works of Sigmund 
Freud, ed. John Rickman (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1957), p. 149. 
12 Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik, Daphne du Ma11rier: Writing, Identity and the Gothic Imagination 
(Hound.mills: Macmillan, 1998), p. 105. 
13 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 105. 
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Rebecca represents. This blending of the narrator's and Rebecca's character, the 
mixing of the supposedly submissive "blondie" with the unruly "wicked woman" 
not only subverts the binaries of angel/ witch and feminine/ masculine, but, by 
Rebecca's continuous return as an uncanny presence for Max through his 
compulsive repetition, the boundary between life and death is also blurred. 
Moreover, as the narrator ceases to be distinct from Rebecca, she can no more fulfil 
her role as the necessary Other for Maxim to construct his own masculine identity. 

III REBECCA AS MRS. DANVERS'S SEMIOTIC CONSTRUCTION 

Mrs. Danvers's fetishistic preoccupation with Rebecca largely contributes to 
Rebecca's powerful presence at Manderley. The first Mrs. de Winter's death 
becomes not only Maxim's but Mrs. Danvers's trauma, too. However, while 
Maxim brings about his own trauma, :\lrs. Danvers believes that it was the sea 
that took Rebecca away, since no man would have been strong enough to 
conquer her. She also thinks that Max loved Rebecca, and his troubled state of 
mind derives from love: "He was jealous while she lived, and now he's jealous 
when she's dead" (256). Although a constructor herself, Mrs. Danvers is unable to 
see that the couple's marriage is a show, a construction itself. She creates the image 
of Rebecca as a natural goddess, whom she serves as priestess in the temple of 
Manderley, keeping Rebecca's fire alive (and, significantly, setting the temple on 
fire as if taking revenge on Rebecca for her turning out to be a woman, and 
mortal at that). Mrs. Danvers discards the fact that Manderley is not Rebecca's 
temple but serves as a place of confinement, securing the patrilineage of the de 
Winter family, thus representing the patriarchal system in which both Rebecca 
and Mrs. Danvers are trapped. 

11rs. Danvers successfully constructs the ghost of Rebecca by means of 
keeping her physical sphere of existence untouched, and by always recalling her 
from her memory. Rebecca's body is deprived of its clothes in her death (each 
time the body is "found," it is naked), while the clothes and other personal objects 
start to function as semiotic substitutes for Rebecca, as well as fetishistic articles to 
blur the line between life and death and make the absent lover present: 

Here is the nightdress inside the case. You've been touching it, haven't you? 
This was the nightdress she was wearing for the last time, before she died. 
Would you like to touch it again?[ ... ] Feel it, hold it[ ... ], how soft and light it 
is, isn't it? I haven't washed it since she wore it for the last time. (176) 
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Th e first Mrs. de Winter's body, a terr ifyingly "floating " signifier of another 
Rebecca, by no means fits Mrs. D anvers's neatly constructed semiotic patte rn. 
While she can keep the clothes and art icles in order forever within the ancient 
walls of Manderley, thus, she can exercise control ove r the signifi ers she uses to 
preserve Rebecca's image, the decompo sing body refuses all identificati on and 
confinement. Most significantly, th ere are two bod ies inste ad of one, suggesting 
that the body as a signifier is inter changeable, and Rebecca as a construction is 
constantly moving and changing. Th e body is a disturbing element both in Mrs. 
Danver s's and Maxim 's constru ction: it disrupts their carefully built-up im age of 
Rebecca, and its reapp earance distu rbs the surfa ce, telling too much about "what 
lies beneath. " While Maxim cons ciously tries to keep his con stru ction of Rebecca 
as the wife and hostess at one end of the spectrum, fixing her meaning as woman, 
Mrs. Danver s wants to remake Rebecca by turnin g the past int o present. Thus, 
both of them neglect Rebecca's allegor ical instabilit y , that her meaning cannot be 
tied dow n, preserved in her tomb or clothe s but keep s reformulating and is always 
in flux. 

Freud's definition of the instin ct as a "tenden cy innate in Living organic matter 
impellin g it towards the reinstatem ent of ,rn earller condition, one which it had to 
abandon under the influence of external disturbin g forces" 14 can be applied to 
construe the motivation behind either Max's or Mrs. Dan vers's struggle to keep 
the image and meaning of Rebecc a intact. Both of them want to preser ve "an 
earlier condition," in which Reb ecca plays either the socially acceptable and 
acknowledged role of the housewife , or the pow erful role of an unconquerable 
witch-goddess. from both Maxim' s and Mrs. Dan vers's point of view, the other 
aspect of Rebecca functi ons as a "disturbing forc e" that intrud es and disrupts their 
constructi on . Maxim kills Rebe cca because she endangers the image of the 
respectable hostess by her eccentri c, "dev ilish" behaviour, while Mrs. Danver s's 
construction is shattered when she learns that Max killed Rebecca ; more over , she 
was severely ill, thus, in a way , conquered by her own female body - the very 
body to which Mrs. D anvers assigns an almost supernatural powe r. Both Max and 
Mrs. Danvers construct Rebecca in order to control her by keeping her familiar. 
However, when Rebecca as a construction reveals aspects of the uncanny, when 
she become s unheimlzch, "unhomely, " and starts to function in a way that has not 
been int ended by eith er Max or Mr s. Danye rs, bot h husband and hou sekeep er 
lose the tennis player s' power over their "ball, " and Rebec ca, choosing her own 

14 Sigmund Fr eud, "Pleasur e Principle," p. 158. 
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trajectory of interpretation, bounces off court. This is the point where the 
narrator starts to understand the implications of Rebecca as her double and 
incorporate Rebecca's subversive aspects in the course of the development of her 
own female subjectivity. 

IV DUPLICATING IMAGES, FLOATING BODIES A ND IDENTITIES: 
REBECCA AS THE NARRATOR'S DOUBLE 

In connection with instincts, Freud also remarks that if "all organic instincts are 
conservative, historically acquired, and are directed towards regression, towards 
reinstatement of something earlier, we are obliged to place all the results of 
organic development to the credit of external, disturbing and distracting 
influences." 15 Adapting this idea of development to female subjectivity, Rebecca 
can be seen as an "external , disturbing, and distracting" influence that triggers off 
the development of the narrator 's subjecti\·ity. 

Horner and Zlosnik identify Rebecca as the narrator's "transgressive 
double ," who is "a manifestation of an anxiety which drew [du Maurier] 
continually back to the Gothic mode of writing ." 16 They argue that du Maurier 
uses "the grotesque and the sinister to explore shifting anxieties concerning the 
nature of identity." 17 In Rebecca the author creates the sinister and grotesque by 
means of repetition, return, and doubling or multiplication, which arouses 
anxiety in the narrator, conc erning her identity as the second Mrs. de Winter, and 
implies, as well, that it is not only Rebecca who is the narrator's double, but the 
second Mrs. de \X!inter also functions as the double of the first one. 

From the very beginning of her married life, the emphatically anonymous 
narrator, who lacks any name of her own, has to suffer others' constantly 
comparing her with Rebecca, thus, her identification as Mrs. de Winter is 
motivated by different images of Rebecca right from the start. Mrs. Danvers plays 
the key role in this process, as for her the new wife is also a disturbing element 
that intrudes into her stable construction of Rebecca as Mrs. de Winter. In this 
respect, Mrs. Danvers works against her own interest, since by continuously 
referring to Rebecca and even making the narrator pose like Rebecca at the fancy 

15 Freud, "Pleasure Principle," p . 159. 
16 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 6. 
17 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 21. 
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dress ball, she motivates the narrator to always feel Rebecca's presence: 
"sometimes I felt Rebecca was as real to me as she was to Mrs. Danvers" (144). 
Eventually, the narrator starts to identify herself with Rebecca: "in that brief 
moment, sixty seconds in time perhaps, I had so identified myself with Rebecca 
that my own dull self did not exist" (209). 

Therefore, by keeping the narrator in constant awareness of Rebecca's 
presence, Mrs. Danvers achieves an effect different from what she originally 
intends: while she would like the narrator to disappear from Manderley by all 
means, even by committing suicide, she makes her start to assimilate certain 
aspects of Rebecca. This identification process signifies the development of female 
subjectivity in the narrator: "I had entered into a new phase of my life and 
nothing would be quite the same again. The girl who had dressed for the fancy 
dress ball the night before had been left behind [ ... ] This self who sat on the 
window-seat was new, was different" (272). 

The narrator's development, however, is as ambivalent as Rebecca's image. 
Through the course of the novel, she constantly struggles against Rebecca's 
influence but at the same time cannot escape it. The narrator finds it extremely 
hard to completely identify herself as Mrs. de Winter. For example, when the ship 
runs ashore at Manderley, and she meets some tourists, she fails to acknowledge 
she is Mrs. de Winter: "I wished I could lose my own identity and join them" 
(268). Not much later, returning to the house, she realises, "perhaps for the first 
time, with a funny feeling of bewilderment and pride," that Manderley is her 
home, she belongs there, and the estate belongs to her (271). Thus, she is 
constantly moving in and out of being defined by her marriage and by belonging 
to the Manderley establishment. 

The formation of the narrator's subjectivity is thus a process of constant de-
nouncing and returning to what is repressed and denied. The new wife wants to 
suppress Rebecca's image; meanwhile, she keeps visiting her room and dreaming 
about her. She craves for the knowledge Rebecca represents: the knowledge of 
female sexuality and desire. As Horner and Zlosnik write, the narrator's sexual 
curiosity is monitored by Maxim, who "invokes the father/ daughter romance as a 
cultural endorsement of his over-protectiveness." 18 Maxim wants to prevent the 
narrator from entering Rebecca's sphere: he identifies Rebecca with a text 
contained in forbidden books that are "better kept under lock and key" (211), lest 
they should expose "a certain type of knowledge" (211) the nan:ator had better 

18 Avril Horner and Sue Zlosnik, p. 103. 
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not have. Maxim and Mrs. Danvers believe themselves to be keepers of the key to 
Rebecca's knowledge, and they both want to use their power to hold the narrator 
under surveillance and in threat. Paradoxically, both Mrs. Danvers and Maxim 
contribute to the narrator's gaining knowledge, however dreadful it may be. 
While Mrs. Danvers gradually lets the narrator know about Rebecca's sexuality, 
Maxim tells the secret about Rebecca's character and death when her body is 
found in the boat. 

The moment of finding Rebecca's body becomes crucial in the narrator's 
development, as if the body was supposed to expose the possible truth about 
femininity. Rebecca's body serves as a metaphor for female subjectivity in that it 
is similarly floating, unstable, and constantly changing meaning. When the body 
is found, the narrator gains power and is not afraid of Mrs. Danvers or Maxim 
any more. Her husband become s dependent on her, and this is what makes her 
"bold at last" (13). 

The surfacing of Rebecca's body is foreshadowed by certain events in the 
noYCl that point to the same direction: to"-·ards th e narrator's gaining knowledge 
and power . !vlaxim notices the first sign of the uncanny in the expression on his 
new wife's face right before the fancy dr ess ball: "I don 't want you to look like 
you did just now. You had a twist to your mouth and a flash of knowledge in 
your eyes. Not the right sort of knowledge" (210). At the fancy dress ball the 
narrator unwillingly brings Reb ecca back by dressing up as Caroline de Winter, 
one of Maxim's great-grandmothers, who se portrait in the Manderley estate once 
inspired Rebecca to dress up as Caroline de \'{!inter at an earlier fancy dress ball. 
The narrator's posing as Rebecca posing as Caroline de Winter visually connects 
the three women, or rather, identifies them as one, which suggests a kind of 
alternative ance stral lin e within the confines of Manderley: that of women. It 
strengthens Rebecca's allegorical significance, which replays the fate of long-
forgotten female ancestors, who were probably silenced and subdued just in the 
same way as Max tries to silence and subdue Rebecca and the narrator. 

Multiplying the image of Caroline de Winter makes the meaning of the 
portrait unstable: 19 the great-grandmother's feminine position, together with that 
of Rebecca and the narrator, opens up to retrospective interpretation. The 
emphatic "dressing-up," which connects th e three characters, suggests that women 
have been performing a masquerade of gender for centuries, which performance, 
as Horner and Zlosnik write, has long been functioning, within the limits of 

19 Horner and Zlo snik, p. 119. 
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patriarchy, as a "disembodied sign without a referent [ ... ] and as the sight of 
uncanny ambivalence." 20 Thus, Mrs. Danvers's endeavour to take revenge on both 
Maxim and the new wife eventually leads to the narrator's experiencing, possibly 
for the first time with such intensity, "the masquerade of femininity, the flaunting 
of the theatricality of gender identity." 21 This experience largely contributes to the 
narrator's knowledge of Rebecca, and by means of this knowledge she finds 
herself exposed to the fact that gender is constructed of signifiers without a stable 
referent, which makes the binary of masculine / feminine an artificial construction. 

V FEMALE WRITING, DESIRE, AN D THE PROCESS OF 
SUBJECTIVITY-FORMATION 

Similarly to the clothes Mrs. Danvers uses to construct Reb ecca's image, the texts 
Rebecca leaves behind also play a significant role in keeping her alive. Rebecca' s 
written traces interweav e th e whol e novel from the beginning: the narrator 
encounters the sign of the "curi ous slanting hand" (37) as early as in Monte Carlo, 
wher e she first meets Maxim . Rebecca's n;1me stand s out "black and strong, th e 
tall and sloping R d,,;arfing the oth er letters" (37). Thus , as Horner and Zlosnik 
say, "Rebecca's uncanny presence in the novel is due not just to other characters ' 
mem ories of her but to an indelibility which continually surfaces through her 
signature [ ... ] and her handwriting." 22 Rebecca's writing exercises power over the 
narrator, so much so that she even burns the page on which she first sees 
Rebecca's name written down, foreshadowing Mrs. Danvers's setting the 
Manderley estate on fire towards the end of the novel. This is the narrator's first 
attempt to suppress Rebecca in herself, quite unsucce ssfully, since Rebecca's 
writing keeps coming back at Manderle y. The writing serves as another means of 
comparison (and, eventually, identification) between the old and the new Mrs. de 
Winter. After the narrator sees how pm,·erful Rebecca's handwriting looks, she 
comments on her writing as a sign of her inferiority and imm aturity: "I notic ed 
for the first time how cramped and unformed was my own hand-writing; without 
individuality, without style, uneducated even, the writing of an indifferent pupil 
taught in a second-rate school" (93). 

20 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 119. 
21 Harbord, p. 101. 
22 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 109. 
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Rebecca, however, also teaches the narrator how to write, both literally and 
figuratively. Besides serving as a powerful visual trace to conjure up Rebecca, her 
writing also signifies the power over text and narration. Writing is traditionally 
associated with masculinity, and the pow er of the written word has been encoded 
in western culture for centuries. As Horner and Zlosnik point it out, Rebecca's 
writing symbolises the power the narrator has to absorb in order to become 
powerful, 23 as well as to develop a level of subjectivity that enables her to write 
the text of Rebecca, which, as Horner and Zlosnik suggest, is another act of 
repetition, now in a complete narrativ e framework. 24 Thus, Rebecca keeps 
coming back in several forms: as a patriar chal construction made by Maxim, as a 
semiotic construction created by Mrs. Danvers, as a body, as writing, and as 
Rebecca the narrative. 

Horner and Zlosnik, without going into details , associate the curious letter R 
in Rebecca's n ame with "a runic po,nr which derives from its powerful visual 
impact and its refusal to be destroyed." '' Taking a closer loo k at what a rune 
means may lead to transgressive territories, as a rune traditionally denotes a 
"character or mark having mysterious or magical pow ers attributed to it," 26 as 
well as "an incantation or charm den oted by magical signs." 27 Although the 
mysterious or magical power attributed to Rebecca's writing perfectly fits the 
Gothic framework of the novel, th e signi ficanc e of this aspect exceeds the stylistic 
or generic shadings of the text, and ext end s the int erpretation of Rebecca's 
character. It is not only her powerful writing, however , that associates Reb ecca 
·with mystery . Horner and Zl osnik point out that "Rebecca" in Hebrew means 
"kn otted cord," which "indicat es th at - just as a kn otted cord should hold firm -
so should a woman with the name 'Reb ecca' be a firm and faithful wife." 28 The 
image of the knotted cord also refers to the rope that may bring Maxim's death 
foreshadowed in the narrator's final dream. 29 

Alth ough the se interpret ation s sound logical and valid, they neglect the 
significance of the knotted cord and th e runic character of Rebecca's writing as 

23 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 110. 
24 H orner and Zlosnik, p. 110. 
25 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 110. 
26 The Compact Edition of the Oxford Eng!l;h Dictionary, {Oxford: Oxford UP, 1971}, Vol. II, p. 
2606. 
27 OED, Vol. II, p . 2606. 
28 Horner and Zlosnik, p . 115. 
29 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 115. 
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obvious references to Rebecca as a riddle Maxim wants to solve. In this respect, 
the reading of the "knotted cord" as a metaphor for the faithfulness expected from 
Rebecca becomes highly ironic. Maxim's continuous attempts at making sense of 
Rebecca's character and femininity prov e to be abortive to an extent that his own 
masculine integrity falls in danger. Thu s, he has to kill Rebecca, with which he 
hopes to provide one possible soluti on to the riddle. Rebecca' s mystery, however, 
seems to multiply with her death. Maxim's next attempt to control Rebecca is 
when he gets married to the narrator: in order to counterbalance the mystery of 
the dark female with a blond, middle-cl ass, and seemingly comprehensible girl. 
But as soon as the narrator finds herself under the roof of Manderley and under 
the spell of Rebecca, she also becomes engaged in the riddle. 

The implications of the mystery reach much further than Maxim or even the 
second Mrs. de Winter would expect, because Rebecca's riddle poses disturbing 
questions about class- and gender-based identification, and female subjectivity, 
sexuality, and desire . According to Harb ord, Rebecca is characterised by "fluidity, 
the ability to shift between subj ect position s and across social and cultural 
spaces." 3° For the narrator knowing Rebecca and having her as a double is 
fascinating and dreadful at the same time , since "the textual 'other,' as well as 
being an object of desire, can become a terrifying force who may well invade and 
destroy the 'self ."' 3: The ambinlence of du Maurier's Gothic romance lies in the 
fact that on the surface the binaries are acknowledged and fulfilled, and the 
horrifying aspects of subversion and tran sgression are suppressed, but th e subtext 
gives away the artificiality of the se bin ary structures, which are always moti vated 
by power-relations. 

In Rebecca, the narrator also tries to repress her desire to know Rebecca and 
everything that she entails. However, she expr esses her doubt about the successful 
repression of Rebecca 's "threat" as early as on the fifth page of the novel : "We all 
of us have our particular devil who ride s us and torments us, and we must give 
battle in the end. We have conquered our s, or so we believe" (9). As a contrast to 
this "hopeful" stat ement, the whole novel exposes the constant repetition of 
surfacing and repression. This psychic pr ocess is also signified by the dream-frame 
of the novel: it begin s with a dream about returning to Manderley, and ends with 
a dream about Rebecca. 

30 Harb ord , p. 102. 
31 Homer and Zlosnik, p. 26. 
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The final dream has a crucial function in the narrative, as it plays out the 
blurring of boundaries between self and other: the narrator sees herself in the 
mirror as Rebecca writing, while Maxim tries to strangle himself with the 
Rebecca-narrator's Rapunzel-rope. This dream makes the narrator's sentence "I 
too had killed Rebecca" (297) highly ambivalent: according to the surface layer of 
the romance, whatever Rebecca represents is killed, closed off; however, in the 
light of the last dream, the narrator's murdering Rebecca can be interpreted as her 
internalising whatever subversive and transgressive aspects she associates with 
Rebecca's character. The reader can follow the development of the narrator's 
subjectivity from ignorance to knowledge, from naivete to female desire, and 
from submissiveness to power and confidence. Therefore, the narrator's belief to 
have conquered her "devil" sounds unconvincing, since "in assimilating aspects of 
Rebecca, the narrator implicitly rejects the social categorizations which separate 
the 'bad' from the 'good' woman,"' 2 as "'-ell as embraces "the multiple possibilities 
inherent in female sexual identity."" In this light, the sentence "I too had killed 
Rebecca" could be rewritten as "We two had killed Maxim," together with the 
binaries he uses to establish and maintain a stable subject-position for himself. 

The "multiple possibilities" of female sexual identity are strongly connected 
to female desire, which is motivated in the narrative by repetition and return. As 
Harbord writes, "despite the narrator's profession to the contrary, 'we' are 
continually going back, returning, because the appeal of what is prohibited is 
often stronger than the appeal of the 'present' limits of conformity." 34 Harbord 
also summarises Freud's setup of the pre-Oedipal and Oedipal phases: whereas in 

• the former there is "no distinction between being and having, identification and 
desire," 35 the Oedipal taboo "forces a recognition of identity through 
separation." 36 While 11axim tries to construct female sexuality according to the 
Oedipal complex, on the basis of its separation from its male counterpart, the way 
Rebecca relates to men and sex (and the way the narrator relates to Rebecca) 
interrogates the validity of the Oedipal taboo in the definition of female sexuality 
and desire. The narrator's relationship with Rebecca is formulated by two forces: 
her identification with, and desire for, her. Both are motivated by "a semiotic 

32 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 126. 
33 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 125. 
34 Harbord, pp. 95-96. 
35 Harbord, p. 1C4. 
36 Harbord, p. 104. 

177 



M A R T A K (J R CJ s r 

network of signifiers detached from 'needs,' which are endlessly displaced and 
substituted." 37 Thus, what constructs Rebecca, and consequently, the narrator's 
identification with her, is what constructs her as an object of the narrator's desire, 
a beautiful imaginary signifier without a referent. While Maxim's idea of sexuality 
and desire is based on binaries, thus, separation plays a key role in its formulation, 
the narrator's identification with Rebecca, the suppressed object of her desire, 
denounces division and oppositional identification. 

This pre-Oedipalisation seriously jeopardises Maxim's masculine identity, 
since he has to depend in his self-identification on the feminine "other," which, 
however, he himself creates. If Maxim's "other" cannot be constructed, moreover, 
the images of the angel (the new wife) and the witch (the old wife) start to overlap 
and finally collapse into one subjectivity, Max's masculinity as opposed to 
femininity makes no sense any more. 

VI CONCLUSION 

As Judith Butler writes, 

[i]f prohibition creates the 'fundament.11 Lfo·ide' of sexuality, and if this 'divide' 
is shown to be duplicitious precisely because of the artificiality of its division, 
then there must be a diYision that resists division, a psychic doubleness or 
inherent bisexuality that comes to undermine every effort of severing. 38 

Constructed as the textual double for the narrator and for du Maurier 
herself, Rebecca functions as the object of desire, and thus the novel becomes the 
story of the ego constantly departing from but always collapsing back into its 
love-object. If female subjectivity and identification are formulated in relation to a 
constantly shifting, floating, deconstructed and reconstructed love-object, the 
story of Rebecca "in effect explores subjectivity as a spectrum, rather than a 
position, thus presenting female identity as complex and multifaceted." 39 

Rebecca, a trope for female subjectivity, is the "absent center of desire, the 
imaginary lack." 40 She is absent in more than one sense: she is dead and is 

37 Harbord, p. 104. 
38 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (London: Routledge, 1990), 
p. 55. 
39 Horner and Zlosnik, p. 100. 
40 Harbord, p. 100. 
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constructed only from other characters' memories and from traces (clothes, 
articles, scents, notes) she has left behind. Her body is missing almost throughout 
the whole novel, and when it is eventually found, it is already decomposed. She 
functions as a referential structure without a referent, a representative of 
contrasting discourses but herself the product of the same discourses. Hence her 
ambivalence: she is a ghost, "intangible yet desirable, present yet invisible," 41 

something to be repressed yet coming back, something to loathe and worship at 
the same time. Because of her ambivalence and multiple discursive functions, 
Rebecca eventually becomes what her name refers to : a knotted cord that holds 
untied, in the same way as the riddle of female subjectivity remains unsolved. The 
woman, once so familiar and domestic, starts to behave in the same way as the 
word heimlich itself: she "develops towards an ambivalence, until [she] finally 
coincides with [her] opposite, 1mheinzlzch, ""1 and keeps coming "home" to disturb 
the boring but "dear tranquillity" (S), ewn though her haunting place has long 
perished in fire. 

41 Harbord, p. 100. 
42 Freud, "The 'Uncanny,"' p. 135. 
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Andrea F. Szabo 

Appropriating Left-Speech 

Women Writing during the American Depression 

The 1930s have long lived in the literary and political imagination as an all-male 
affair. After all the decade was about work, labor, economic depression and, of 
course, politics; it was about mainstream conservative inertia and political dissent; 
it was about the future, and the roads leading into that future. What could women 
have contributed to that affair? 

American literary scholarship in this part of the world has long neglected the 
study of this period for its highly politicized image - and the neglect becomes, 
historically and psychologically, all the more understandable when we turn our 
attention to the kind of literature that has become a kind of trademark for the 
period: Leftist literature.John Steinbeck readily comes to mind, and studies on his 
works abounded in this country at a time , but we seem to have forgotten about 
the fact that in the 1930s a large number of women writers from the middle-class 
joined the Left, and, most importantly, the Communist Party of the United States 
of America. After all the CPUSA welcomed all who worried about "the people" -
that the "people" were first and foremost male seemed to be a surmountable 
problem since the CP did seem to care about women in its all-inclusive rhetoric. 

Middle-class women joined the CPUSA as a conscious choice. After women 
were at long last granted the right to vote, the feminist movement, and women's 
movement in general, lost momentum - partly because of the early feminist 
strategies of argumentation, which emphasized women's innate ability to act as 
moral reformers in all spheres of life, and, largely, because the goal around which 
the movement organized had been reached. The vote, in this sense, proved to be a 
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fiasco - it erased the feminist movement without living up to its progenitors' 
expectations. Women, however, continued their daily struggle in the harsh 
climate of the decade and some of their self-appointed spokespersons found the 
CPUSA the only political party that could adequately represent their interests. 

Meridel Le Sueur was one of them, alongside many other women writers 
who are still left in obscurity despite th eir commanding presence in the 1930s. 
The clearly masculine self-image of the CP itself helped erase the memory of these 
women working in its ranks. This image was best reflected in the fantasy of the 
proletarian writer, who was "a wild youth of about twenty-two, the son of 
working class parents, who himself works in the lumber camps, coal mines, steel 
mills, harvest fields and mountain camps of America," 1 as advanced by Micha el 
Gold, the image dictator of the Party. This was hardly an image that Le Sueur, 
Josephin e Herbst, and Grace Lumpkin, among many others, could assume for 
they were neither male, nor masculine , and they came from the middle class. 
Nevertheless, they found the CP empo,;vering. One reason was the fact that the 
CP could hardly be perceived as monolithic - it changed its policies, its emphases 
as the world changed. Although party politicians cast their eyes toward the Soviet 
C nion and often slavishly adopted its poli cies, change, any change, could be seen 
as a sign for the possibility of future improv ement for women within the CP first 
and then outside it. 

The Communist Party 's attitude to ,vomen in the l 930s falls into tw o 
periods, as Paul a Rabin ow itz notes. Th e first is characteri zed by Gold's view, 
where women provide support in the back ground, whereas in the late '30s, the so-
called populist era, "the Party sought to fit itself into mainstream American 
culture, it adopted image s of wholesome family life that conformed to stereotypes 
of Mom and apple pie.",:, Although in both periods women's place was 
circumscribed by traditional views, the image changed from non-entity to the 
provider of comfort. As the shift took place, the debate on women's sexual 
freedom and birth-control was silenced, just as the image of the working and 
fighting woman was suppressed, but their presence could not be erased causing an 
inherent tension in Party ideology and in its various manifestations. Le Sueur's 

1 Paula Rabinowitz, "Women and U.S. Literary Radicalism," in: Writin g Red: An Anthology of 
American Women Writers, 1930-1940, eds. Charlotte Nekola and Paula Rabinowitz (New York: 
Feminist, 1987), p . 3. 
2 Rabinowitz, p. 11. 
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only novel, The Girl,3 written in 1939 but published in 1978 because the Party 
condemned it as not serviceable enough, well exemplifies this tension. 

The roots of the tension are manifold, but the Communist Party's 
ambivalent attitude to women and especially to the traditional tropes of their 
existence features most prominently. The ambivalence was the result of both 
historical and ideological battles fought within the ranks of the Leftist movement 
around the world. One impulse was to include every one regardless of the color of 
their skin and of th eir sex as a counterexample to the exclusionary politics of the 
upper and middle classes. Nonetheles s, the privileging of the patriarchal family 
structure was never an issue of debate within the CPUSA since working class 
males and females could by definition not be at cross-purposes: the working class 
male fought an ideological and politic al battle to establish the utopia of a classless 
society where the earnings of the head of the family were enough to provide for 
his whole family; married women were not seen as pos sible providers in an ideal 
society. 

The first impulse resulted in soliciting mor e and more women to participate 
in the class struggle and prom ot ing them; and the second in viewing them with 
suspicion if they intended to conti nue work for the CP once they were married or 
pregnant. This was exacerbated by the e\·ents in the Soviet Union, where in 1936 
abortion was banned as a legislative metho d to raise the birth rate, which was, 
cleverly, disguised as an appeal to the merits of family life.4 A year later the 
CPUSA foll ow ed the Soviet lead and appealed to motherhood by idealizing it - in 
sharp contrast to what Le Sueur had written in her journals about a pregnant 
woman in the CP three years before: "Here she was having a baby. She was not 
organizing anything to them. I suppose she is kind of out of it. I felt they had 
kind of dropped her until she was throu gh with this." 5 Some stat ed that the party 
even ordered women to have abortion if it interfered with their political interest. 6 

The ranks of the CP were further torn by an ideological and practical 
contradiction. The Left insisted on giving voice to the people, to let their stories 
be heard, but only those could hope to be let speak whose stories provided proof 
for the validity of the arguments about economic exploitation. In addition, it was 

3 Meridel Le Sueur, The Girl (Albuquerque: \\'est End, 1990). 
4 Constance Coiner, Better Read: n ;e Writin g and Resistance of Tilli e Olsen and Meridel Le Sueur 
(New York: OUP, 1995), p. 58. 
5 Vol. 9, 1934-35; quoted in Coiner, p. 95. 
6 Coiner, p. 78. 
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painful to see that the CP's efforts, thanks to the Works Progress Administration's 
Federal Arts Project, coincided with those of the bourgeois government in 
recording the present. The Nazi threat in Europe, however, proved to be ample 
reason not to oppose the government in every respect but rather join forces and 
create a Popular Front, where representation and the "people" were not divorced 
from each other. As Alessandro Portelli points out such a conflation of 
representation and the feeling of "the immediacy of the body" happened only 
twice in American history: in the Civil War, where the government came to be 
seen as the people and the second time in the Depression. 7 

Le Sueur's The Girl operates along the axis of these contradictions, widening 
the rifts between the ideological arguments and their realization. Also, Le Sueur 
felt the contradictions skin-close because she was pregnant with her second 
daughter at the time of writing the novel and she never intended to cease work for 
what she believed in. In addition, she g,n-e voice to characters in the novel whose 
stories the CP did not find suitable for representation. Thus, in effect, as a result 
of her insistence on following the tenets of the CPUSA, she ultimately subverted 
the very ideology she wanted to promote. 

The tension was further intensified by another debate among the radical 
women writers themselves. Although all argued against the appropriation of the 
fem ale body for politics as well as against the conviction that women exist for the 
purpose of providing vehicles for the reproduction of the new, socially conscious 
man, the routes chosen by them were strikingly different. Le Sueur represented 
one group among them, while Lumpkin another. Both came from a middle class 
background and both turned ultimately to popular genres in their literary careers: 
Lumpkin to the romance and the comedy of manners while Le Sueur to the 
gangster story and children's literature. The works of both writers, though, 
contained the threat of dissenting voices by providing opportunity not just to talk 
but to appropriate speech for the voiceless, and thus both subverted the assumed 
priority and hierarchy of certain kinds of voices. However, while Lumpkin 
embodied the middle class woman aspiring to be a female intellectual, who had a 
rather ambivalent relationship to traditional tropes of female existence, such as 
maternity, Le Sueur wished to lose herself in the working class and maintained a 
rather suspicious attitude towards intellectuals. She believed in the principles that 

7 Alessandro Portelli, The Text and the Voice: Writing, Speaking and Democracy in American 
Literature (New York: Columbia UP, 1994), p. 160. 
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Gold advocated: there is nothing that school could teach you, you have to live it. 8 

This belief resulted not just in the romanticization of the worker and the dismissal 
of the middle class intellectual as a possible betrayer but also in the glorification of 
the female body and maternity as symb ols of rejuvenation. Maternity meant for 
Le Sueur a dehistoricized continuity that, nevertheless, could not be confused 
with intellectual abstraction . 

Maternity was also important for Le Sueur since it embodied the CP's vision 
of future but denied its insistence on fight, battle, and victory; instead, it expressed 
her vision of future in terms of continuity and organic community. Another 
dimension is her view that giving birth is an anti-bourgeois act in itself ,9 the dire ct 
antithesis of middle-class synthetic infertility. Pregnancy for her is not the curse of 
economically underprivileged women, as many working class women perceived it, 
but a special privilege of the people, who were still in touch with the life-
sustaining soil. By putting maternity in th e foreground, the future is not the linear 
teleological progression of the CP any longer, but the circular eternal return of 
the fertilit y myths , overtly manif est in Le Sueur's fascination with the 
Persephone-Demeter myths.:: 

The Girl is then a story written amidst conflict, which manifests itself in its 
plot as well. It tells of an innocent country girl who finds a job as a waitress in a 
bar where alcohol is illegally served. She falls in love with a handsome young 
man, who is then killed in a bank robbery together with the bar owner's husband, 
and the gentleman who actually ran the bootleg business. Only the women 
remain alive: the nameless Girl; Clara, her roommate, who occasionally works as 
a prostitute; Belle, the owner, who ha s to leave the bar for lack of police 
protection; Butch's, the young lo\·er' s, insane mother, and Amelia, the 
Communist mother-worker. Clara dies of tuberculosis, but at the moment of her 
death, the Girl gives birth to a girl, while the street is full with demonstrators, 
male and female alike. 

The novel is made up of several plot lines. One is the conversion plot, which 
depicts in a linear progression how the girl finds a community that cares and 

8 Coiner, p. 92. 
9 Nora Ruth Roberts, Three Radical Women Wnters: Class and Gender in Meridel Le Sueur, Tillie 
Olsen and Josephine Herbst (New York: Garland, 1996), p . 36. 
lOBlanche H. Gelfant, '"Everybody Steals': Language as Theft in Mericle! Le Sueur 's The Girl," in: 
Tradition and the Talents of Women, ed. Florence Howe (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1991), 
pp . 190-191. 
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where she learns to care; the romance plot with Butch depicts her passage to 
womanhood; whereas the third plot is the circular story of loss and recovery. 11 

This third plot is not goal-oriented in any ways: it is the re-affirmation of the 
pleasure of symbiotic unity, of communal identity, and of women's creative 
power. A further complication is the inclusion of the bank robbery and the 
hardly typical setting for a Communist conversion story in the bootleg business. 
In this respect, Le Sueur followed the trend of many Leftist writers who turned 
toward popular genres with the avowed aim to entertain and propagate the Cause 
at the same time. The juggling of so many plot lines requires a high degree of 
authorial control, and it was exactly this that Le Sueur refused to do, she insisted 
that she was just the recorder and not by any means the originator of the stories -
and not the story - of The Girl. 

The novel, according to Le Sueur, is the result of a workshop, where women 
could tell their stories, where they at last could talk and where their stories 
counted. She was there only "as a woman who wrote Oike the old letter writers) 
and who strangely and wonderfully insisted that their lives were not defeated, 
trashed ... " 12 She was just a recorder, there being no tape recorder yet, what 
Christine Laennec terms as "antigrafus," whose writing is "a form of writing-
without-having-written."13 She only acknowledged that she decided on the order 
of the stories but the writing itself was collaborative. In this insistence several 
things were at stake: collective writing w,1s not just an affirmation of the social 
embeddedness of every individual, of the necessity to counter alienation and that 
of the importance of developing a "communal sensibility [ ... ] a more collective 
self and acquiring autonomy and empowerment in discovering this self' s multiple 
extensions into others," 14 but it was also the denial of her own position as a writer 
standing outside and above as the sole arbitrator of the worth of her informants' 
lives. It was a testing ground for her passing as a radical, so preoccupied with the 
inclusion of the dispossessed. 

11 Gelfant, p. 184. 
12 Mericle! Le Sueur, "Afterword" to The Girl, p. 133. 
13 Christine Moneera Laennec, "Christine Amigrafe: Authorial Ambivalence in the Works of 
Christine de Pizan," in: Anxious Power: Reading, Writing, and Ambivalence in Narrative by Women, 
eds. Carol Singley and Susan Eliz abeth Sweeney (Albany: State University of New York Press, 
1993), p. 35. 
14 James M. Boehnlein, The Sociocognitive Rhetor ic of }4eridel Le Sueur: Feminist Discourse and 
Reportage of the Thirties (Lewiston : Mellen, 1994), p. 109. 
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Disclaiming her authorship also meant the disclaiming of writing as saying "I 
I I [because] writing is the act of saying I, of imposing yourself on other people 
[ ... ] It's an aggressive, even a hostile act." 15 But Le Sueur wanted to write against 
the dominance of male Leftist logocentrism and of American individualism. She 
offered her service to put down what she was told but disclaimed authority above 
her material, she described herself as a life-long listener, but not more. 16 The 
emphasis on the oral origin is important for other reasons as well. The Left saw 
the possibility of challenging the cultural order in recording the experience of the 
working class and developed the theory of prol etarian realism heavily relying on 
reportage as participant observation and oral history. 17 Orality, as Portelli notes, 
"undermines national institutions by feeding memories, rituals, aggregating all 
passions, which escape the controls and certainties of written reason and law." 18 

Le Sueur's narrative, however, undermines not only the national institutions but 
also the CP by including the voice of women threatening the authenticity of the 
Party's official voice. 

The threat is even more explicit because the anonymity of the title character 
suggests a non-singular experience of tran sformation from a passive conveyor of 
polemic to not just the acquirer of language but also to its appropriator. At first, 
she is a silent listener, who does not even understand the language used around 
her, especially the references to baseball and sexuality, but after being initiated 
into the language of beating and victory, she not only asserts her own right to 
speak, but also appropriates and transforms that language into a communal 
experience .19 Her initial entrapment in male language transforms into a demand 
for presence, for authority, for the right to tell not just her story but her mother's 
as well. 

The girl's anonymity, however, serHs other purposes as well. She has no 
pre-established identity and her Bildung is not the result of a Cartesian separation 
but the accommodation of all competing voices around her. Her identity is the 
result of interconnectedness and not of a self-contained autonomy. Her story and 
her self are communal, defying the ideology of individualism. 

15 Joan Didion quoted in: Singley and Sweeney, "Introduction ," in: An xious Power, p. 3. 
16 Gelfant, p. 74. 
17 Elaine Showalter, Sister's Choice: Tradition and Change in American Women's Writing (Oxford: 
Clarendon, 1991), p. 116. 
18 Portelli, p. 31. 
19 Gelfam, p. 187. 
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Le Sueur let go of the autonomous individual and created a self that defines 
itself through connection with others. The writing of the novel is the very 
instantiation of this idea, where the person under whose name it is published is 
not more than a central intelligence, through whom others learn to tell their 
stories. She is no all-powerful author, no one is subordinate to another, the 
vocabulary of winning and beating disappears, or rather transforms into a 
language with different meanings. The author cannot exercise total control since 
the spoken art is "additive, rather than subordinative; aggregative or clustering, 
rather than analytic; and copious, redundant, or generous rather than spare." 20 

There can be no one story, no one plot but multitudes of them . 
The setting of the novel itself indicates an attempt at accommodation, since it 

takes place in liminal spaces. The Center of action in the first half of the novel is 
located in "he bar, a boundary of the private and public domain for women since, 
although they work, it is a job that is close to their nurturing role: they are 
engaged in cooking, v-·aiting on males, and, importantly, in the second chapter, 
the bar is transformed into a maternity ward. Similarly, the last scene connects the 
private and public domains: it is a room where death, birth, and political 
propaganda take place at the same time. Furthermore, with the sound of 
demonstrators in the room even the inside/ outside division seems to disappear. 
\Xlhenever the action retreats into either the public or private domain, catastrophe 
strikes down: in the closed-off hotel room the girl is raped, whereas the public 
sphere brings death - all men are killed in the bank and in the hospital the danger 
of forced sterilization lurks. Only liminal spaces are protective. 

Similarly, self-enclosed individualism and total dissolution in the community 
are equally dangerous, the girl has to give up Butch's American Dream of owning 
a gas station, however fascinated she is with his capacity for and vocabulary of 
conquest, and she has to learn to become a member of a community while 
becoming the author of her own fate. If she had just given up her familial loyalty 
for the sake of Butch or for the Popular Front, her identity would still be 
unresolved. Accordingly, Clara has to die because she believes that her own body 
can save her through either marriage or prostitution. 

The construction of the novel is equally located on a boundary: it is just as 
much oral as it is the imposition of one author; it mirrors the past stories of 
women and deals with the future; in addition, the fluidity of its generic 

20Jean M. Humez, '"We Got Our History Lesson': Oral Historical Autobiography and Women's 
Narrative Arts Traditions," in: Howe, p . 127. 
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classification has an equally important bearing on our understanding. The girl's 
Bildungsroman unfolds as she attempts to leave home; however, not even after 
the death of her father when the whole family subvert the rules of propriety is she 
able to do so. She looks for help in her mother's story but she finds it only after 
the romance plot terminates and Butch dies. Men have to die in the story since a 
romance plot cannot be liberating in spirit if played according to established rules 
- the girl and Belle are annihilated in love although they gladly participate in it as 
a form of self-annihilation. Also, men represent the language of competition and 
after it has already been appropriated and transformed no sign of its previous 
usage can be left as a reminder; therefore, men need to disappear for good. 
Women have to learn to speak for themselves, to speak their own language and 
not just be vehicles of it. This, however, does not only mean the reversal of the 
old script, the exchange of roles between victim and victimizer. Le Sueur tried to 
create a new script, which contained the creation of a different self, one endowed 
with both social consciousness and organicity. 

Le Sueur wrote in her journal that John Dos Passos with his objective, 
outside pose represented "the man speech" but that "we need, too, the woman 
speech. I would like to say the woman speech." 21 The Girl is an attempt at writing 
that "woman speech" which did not repeat the guilt of silence about working class 
women's experiences, which was a testimony that women cannot be left invisible 
and unheard, and that they themselves can break out of their history of silence. 
The novel in this respect is a pivotal moment in the appropriation of the CP's 
ideology that emphasized the creative power of the working class. However, 
conflict was inevitable since the meaning of motherhood was not just different for 
the CP and for Le Sueur, but antagonistic. For the CP motherhood followed the 
trajectory of shift in meaning from "nuisance" to an ideologically hardly 
justifiable Soviet imperative, whereas for Le Sueur it represented wholesomeness. 

This is not to imply, though, that Le Sueur was on the mission of creating an 
all-female universe as a political agenda; she readily acknowledged her dependence 
on males in the "Afterword" to Margery Latimer's Guardian Angel: "We still feel 
the fright without the old dominance, the prisoner can long for the prison." 
Therefore, the ending of the novel can hardly be seen as more than a temporary 
stage necessary for the verbally disempowered women to find a voice in order to 
be able to break out of their closed-off worlds. On the other hand, the strategic 
value of a female community is easily confused with retreat and is interpreted as a 

21 Vol. 7, 1933; quoted in Coiner, p. 95. 
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proof for the inefficacy of women's action and with the re-affirmation of women's 
powerlessness and marginality . However, the women of Ihe Girl do not retreat 
into a silent rebellion as if th eir only way of rebellion were its intimation; instead, 
they move out from their places in the private sphere into liminal spaces and by 
appropriating CP-sanctioned male language they stage a revolution in th eir ow n 
name. 

The threat of the novel for the Left was not negligible, although its source 
doe s not lie in the fact that she portrays the Lumpenprol etaria t instead of diligent 
factory workers, but rather in the fact that Le Sueur writes about the futilit y of 
the lives of a large proportion of the working class. Furthermore, actually it is 
they who write their stories, who appropriate the CP's language and thre aten its 
uniformity. Similarly, the re-awakened feminist movement too had serious 
reservations about the novel, though without them the novel would not enjoy the 
acclaim it receives toda y; in fact it would not even hav e appeared in print in 1978. 
Nevertheless, feminist criticism praises n7e Girl only for its protofeminism, for its 
daring to tackle questions that not many had courage to care about. Yet, tod ay the 
epitaph of biological determinism haunts feminist critical writings on Le Sueur's 
novel, short stories, reportage, and poetry. We should not, howev er, fail to 
acknowledge that her goal was not to set an agenda for invigorating a feminist 
movement but to attempt to accommodate all her ideals: her ideal of collective 
authorship, her effort to give voice to the silenced, h er political activism, and an 
emphasis on the imp ortanc e of organic communities . Her work is thus not 
translatable into any languag e that relies on teleol ogical vocabulary. 
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Image and Imagination in the Ekphrastic Tradition 

The relationship of pictorial representation and picturesque poetic/linguistic 
representation and the problem of this relationship have a long tradition. In this 
work I will consider some aspects and reflections on the relationship between 
language and sight, or better to say, the visual dimension of language. As a 
theoretical framework I will strongly rely on the ideas of W. J. T. Mitchell and 
Murray Krieger, but I ,-:ill not neglect the German reception on the topic either. I 
am well aware of the fact that within the framework of a short study it is hardly 
possible to give account of such an intricate question, neither do I think that any 
theory would be able to control or understand what images are or how they 
work. Nevertheless, it does not mean that examining them is completely futile, 
since the link between word and image is not so obvious as it might seem. 

According to Robert Rivlin and Karen Gravelle, "The ability to visualize 
something internally is closely linked with the ability to describe it verbally. 
Verbal and written description create highly specific mental images." 1 Clear as it 
seems, yet it should not be forgotten that the simple and clear-cut terminology 
"mental images" and to "visualise internally" are cultural products; they are 
always already stained by a philosophical tradition that should also be examined 
and not to be conceived as natural givens. As Rivlin and Gravelle also notes "The 
link between vision, visual memory and verbalization can be quite startling." 2 

There is a cultural component in that curious thing we call vision, yet it is not 

1 Robert Rivlin and Karen Gravelle, Deciphering the Senses: The Expanding World of Human 
Perception cited by Martin Jay, The Downcast Eyes (Berkley: The University of California Press, 
1994), p. 8. 
2 Jay, p. 8. 
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only due to linguistic differences in cultures as Martin Jay claims. He says that 
"although perception is intimately tied up with language as a generic 
phenomenon, different peoples of course speak different tongues. As a result, the 
universality of visual experience cannot be automatically assumed, if that 
experience is in part mediated linguisticall y. "3 

In my view what Jay states in the first sentence is in itself the basic problem 
of the arts without the further complications of linguistic differences between 
cultures, and not only because the link between the verbal and the visual cannot 
be uni vocally defined. During the history of the arts in We stern cultur e there are 
several ruling approaches to the media of the work of art, which are still present 
in one form or another in the approaches of different theories. The claim that 
"perception is intimately tied up with language" has been problematised in 
different ways. To note some without the intention to be exhaustive: firstly, there 
is the claim for the purity of the media (one of the central figures to this idea is 
Lessing), that is, each medium should repr esent its object according to its proper 
mode and avoid to be stained by the use of other media. 

Secondly, the tradition of the paragone (Leonardo da Vinci) means also a 
somewhat counter-argument in this respect: here the verbal and the visual vie for 
greater performative power; the two art modes compete with each other in order 
to show which can represent its object - which is usually the same object - more 
truly to life or more vividly. Only at a later phase with Romanticism and the idea 
of the sublime was visual representation doomed to be a secondary form of art, 
since it was claimed that only the nrbal arts are capable of grasping the 
unrepresentable with their infinite suggestiveness. And, although on a slightly 
different ground, Derrida also notes that for Kant "the highest form of expression 
is the spoken[ ... ] At the summit of the highest of the speaking arts is poetry. It is 
at the summit because it emanates almost entirely from the genius." 4 Yet, in this 
view the visual itself is more on the side of transparent representation than a 

3 Jay, p. 9. 
4 Jacques Derrida, "Economimesis," DiaITitics 11 (1981) 3-25, p. 17. Here Derrida stresses the aspect 
of auto-affection of the verbal arts, thu s their claimed self-originating nature that is typical for 
German idealist philosophy. The claim is based on the fact that "it says what it [the spoken) 
expresses and that it passes through the mouth , a mouth that is self-affecting , since it takes nothing 
from the outside and takes pleasure in what it puts out" (p. 17). It goes without saying, that Derrida's 
argument goes far beyond this observation undermining the concept of Kantian taste by identifying 
the pleasure of "what it puts out" with vomiting, that results in the "quintessenc e of its 
[philosophy's] bad taste " (p. 25). 
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problem in itself. The unproblematic nature of vision - which is preserved in 
some common phrases like "seeing is believing" or that the eyes are "transparent 
windows on the world" - is, nevertheless, not so unproblematic after all. As 
Wittgenstein observed "we find certain things about seeing puzzling, because we 
do not · find the whole business of seeing puzzling enough." 5 One of the 
cornerstones of transparent visual representation, the linear perspective, has long 
been demystified: "Perspective is a figure for what we would call ideology - a 
historical, cultural formation that masquerades as a universal, natural code." 6 

Thus, the division between verbal and visual representation cannot be necessarily 
grounded on the naturalness of the visual versus, for instance, the arbitrariness of 
the verbal (as was among others claimed by Lessing). 7 Finally, there are views 
affirmative with the interrelation of language and vision, yet, curiously, these 
views are themselves quite divergent: consider the role of illustration as 
explanation to the text or vice versa, when the text is supposed to explain 
pictures; but their curious relationship in Blake's poetry and in its discordant 
reception can also be mentioned. Th e enumeration of examples and counter-
examples could go on, but I think so much was enough to demonstrate that the 
visual, pictorial dimension of linguistic representation cannot be taken as a trivia 
and the questions it involves are worth examining. 

The most self-evident place for examining the intersection of the verbal and 
the visual, of word and image is the ambivalent notion of ekphrasis. For ancient 
rhetoric ekphrasis is the vivid description in prose or poetry of a work of visual 
art, real or imaginary or a striking visual scene. 8 The prototype of ancient 
ekphrastic text is the description of Achilles' shield in the Iliad, in which the 

5 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investi gations , tram . G. E. M. Anscombe. (Oxford and 
Cambridge: Blackwell, 1992), p. 212. 
6 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory (Chicago: The Chicago University Press, 1994), p. 31. Although I 
quote Mitchell here the demystification of the perspective as a figure primarily relates to Panofsky, 
but painters show awareness earlier of the same ideas in paintings which pun on perspectivic 
delusions, e.g. Holbein's perspectivic illusions or his paintings with anamorphosis (The Ambassadors), 
that illuminate the gaps in the structure of perspectivic representation, and show its fallacious 
construct. 
7 "But the objection will be raised that the symbols of poetry are not only successive but are also 
arbitrary" (G. E. Lessing, Laokoon, trans. E. A. McCornick [Baltimore: John Hopkins University 
Press, 1989], p. 85). 
8 Gottfried Boehm's study, "Bildbeschreibung," is also of great interest on the topic, in several 
respects. Gottfried Boehm - Helmut Pfotenhauer , Beschreibungkunst -Kunstbeschreibung (Miinchen: 
Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1995). 
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description of the shield is manifestly im aginary (a shield made by a god and 
described by a blind poet, who tells what the muses dictate) . Krieger puts its 
appearance to the third or fourth centuries AD; and its role was to bring about 
seeing through hearing. 9 However, according to Krieger, it develops renewed 
from the rhetorical trope of energeia ("the capacity of words to describe with a 
viv idness that, in effect, reproduces an ob ject before our very eyes" 1

~ in "later 
classicism" which was "looking for a device that would break into and halt the 
temporal flow of discourse by forcing us to pause over an extended verbal 
picture ." 11 It is clear that in ekphrasis the problematic natur e of the pictori al side 
of verbal representati on is foregrounded, for how can words be pictured, if words 
are arbitrary? 

In the history of verbal representation the notion of image also incorporat es 
the different aspects of mental and real images, th at is, pictu res seen by the 
physical and th e by mental eyes as well. Con cret e po etry or calligrams are 
undeniabl y physical pictures, but othern·ise the pictures raised by the text can 
only evoke the physi cal object, and not present it. In the latter case it is irrelevant 
whether or not the distinction between figurative and literal use of language is 
made. The representation which is rendered possible by ekphrasis can most 
ob \·iously be addressed to the "inner eyes," in other words, to "the mind's eye ." 
>,loreover, the concept of image at some phases of the history of arts is connect ed 
to a mental faculty, to imaginati on. The supposed relationship between image and 
imagination produced such far-fetched statements lik e Vilem Flusser 's claim th at 
the "entire Western culture can be concei \·ed as an experiment which aims at the 
exploration of the im agination (in order to explain image s)." 12 Yet, it is an open 
question whether th e image can be conn ected to the obscure workings of the 
imagination in such a univocal way, especially, because the term itself has stron g 
overt on es of its romantic establishment. 

The fact th at Murray Krieger and W. J. T. Mitchell produce a narrative on 
the hi story of the im age in the verbal arts with a somewhat different "moral" is 
symptomatic of the problematic nature of this relationship. Krieger applies tw o 

9 Murr ay Krieger , Ekphrasis: The Illusion of the Natu ral Sign. (Baltimor e, Lond on: John Hopkin s 
University, 1992), p . 7. Though other sources say that the term occurs first in Dionysius of 
Halicarnassus in the fifth century AD . Cf. Icons - Texts - !contexts: Essays on Ekphrasis and 
lntermed iality, ed. Peter Wagner (Berlin, New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1996), p. 2. 
10 Krieger, p. 68. 
11 Krieger, p . 68. 
12 Vilem Flusser, "Az uj kepzelo ero," (Atheneum, I -Twins Kiad6, 1993/4), p . 256. 
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terms for the ruling mode of the aimed representation, by which historical 
periods can be describ ed: the natural sign and the verbal emblem. The natural sign 
aesthetic belongs to Greek and Classicist art, whereas the verbal emblem is 
paradigmatic of the Renaissance, Romanticism and Moderni sm . The former, that 
is, th e desire for the natural sign, seeks to captur e the world in the word: "it is the 
naive desire that leads us to pref er the immedia cy of th e picture to the mediation 
of the code in our search for a tangible, 'real' referent that would render the sign 
transparent." 13 In the natural-sign aesthetic the verbal art is modelled on the 
pictorial arts, and its highest ambition can on ly be to become equal to the plastic 
arts and reach the immediacy of represe nt ation they are capab le of. He refers to 
Plato 's Cratylus as a work in which "Plato deals at length and painstakin gly with 
the relation of language at large to natural signs" and "trie s in eve ry way to avo id 
giving up the mim etic function of wo rds" (73). Krieger not es that "Plat o's entire 
conception of natural- sign imitati on rests up on the unprobl emat ic noti on" of the 
tran sitio n "fro m thing to pictur e of th e thin g to our internal image of the picture 
as if it were th e thing" (7 4). He claims that the same applies to verbal 
repres enta tion, which, of cours e, brings about th e banishm ent of the arts, verbal 
and visual equally fro m Plat o's state, since they can not pres ent the ideas 
them selves, only nature, therefore they are delusory. 1

• 

Horace's ut pictura poesis belongs to this tradition, since as Krieg er puts it, 
here poetic art "seeks to emulate the spatial and visual arts - the arts of the natural 
sign - to which the visible world is immediately accessible"(7 8). Thus, poetry is to 
be conceived as a speak ing pictu re .15 For Krieger the natur al sign aesthetic does 
not primarily show th e oppre ssion of lingui stic art , but to the contrary, the ver bal 
arts gain the stability and phy sical solidity that of the spatia l arts. Thi s is what 

13 Kri eger, pp. 11-12 : "Tha t aesthetic which is also dedicated to the pri macy of the natural sign and 
of the visual arts that are the signs visual embodiment, develops - though wit h welco me 
interrupti ons by dissenters - over the centuries right up to th e eighte enth " (p. 71). 
14 Krieger overse es here Plato's Sympo sium 211A-213A, and Phaedms 250A-252 D , which might 
prov ide a counter-argument for the natural- sign aesthetic (one of the reasons why Plat o wants to get 
rid of the arts) he point s out in Plato. In th ese two works love /Eros can create an ecstatic state (a 
state of poetic mania/ creation), which provides an insight into the realm of the ideas, since it is still 
in touch wi th that realm. Gottfried Boehm argues that th e pri ority of language is due to its 
ontological and spiritual excess ever since Plato (Boehm, "A kep herm encuti kajahoz" [A theneum, T-
T wins Kiad6, 1993/ 41 p. 91). 
15 I should note at this place that Kri eger does not pay attent ion to the prob lematic natu re of visual 
repres ent ati on, which cannot be called natural at all, but follows the claims of the eighteenth 
centu ry aesthetic so as not to overcomplicate the issue. 

194 



IMA G E /\ND IMAGI N ATI O N 

Krieger calls the ekphrastic principle of poetry; he wants to point out is that 
poetry can have it both ways: to blend the temporal flow, that is, the dynamism 
of the verbal arts, and to attain the physical, spatial array of pictorial 
representation. This means that the materiality of the text dissolves in the reading 
process, and the text functions as a transparent window onto the fictional world 
or the reader is left in the presence of the thing. 

The primary figure of Neo-classicist poetics is Addison for both authors . 
Addison following Lockean philosophy (and its distinction between sensation and 
idea), claims art objects to be mere reminders of the primary object of the actual 
sensation. Krieger says that in this aesthetics the "fidelity to external, 'real' origins 
in experience is what makes the natural sign the highest achievement of the work 
of art. It also dictates that the visual arts, as natural-sign arts, are to be the model 
arts for the other arts" (87). The end of such aesthetic came about around the 
same period, and its signs are already apparent in Addison's view. Krieger states 
that under Longinian influence Addison dwells upon the power of words and 
claims that "the property of "·ords is such that they can stimulate 'stronger colors' 
in the imagination than a faithful representation can " (99). Interestingly, Krieger 
chooses the wry same quote from Addison as Mitchell, yet the drawn conclusion 
is not quite the same. In this moment Krieger sees a turn, in which Addison, 
despite his main ideas, reverses the order of the privileged arts, "claiming poetry's 
superiority to natural-sign representation in sculpture or painting" (99), this will 
be then expanded by Edmund Burke in his ideas on the sublime. 

In dealing with the representational practices of those periods that can be 
summarised with the notion of the wrbal emblem, Krieger summing up Sidney's 
Apology for Poetry concludes that "The poet, not subject to nature, is free, in 
making fictions, to invent unnatural creatures" (130). The artist, Krieger notes, is 
in a position to be able to penetrate the \·eil between "heaven and earth," which is 
so thin that "indeed approaches transparency, at least with the sublimely mimetic 
artist" (132). In short the poet by analogy can present the "invisible-sacred," 
despite the apparent arbitrariness of signs; they are "authorised to become, in 
effect, meta-natural signs after all, full of the presence of the transcendental 
meaning they carry, though we cannot specify or translate them with confidence" 
(173). Krieger does not make much differentiation in this respect between the 
verbal and the visual arts, the signs in both cases function as hieroglyphs pointing 
beyond themselves, yet the poetic creation possesses the advantage of working 
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with signs that "does not resemble its object, and therefore free to appeal to the 
mind's eye rather than to the body's eye" (139).16 

The analogical nature of referring to a transcendental realm, says Krieger, 
returns in a reborn version with Romanticism, and is "carried farther along for 
being less dependent on the extravagant metaphysical demands of Christian Neo-
Platonism" (142). Krieger sees it as a counter-movement to pictorialism in favour 
of the freedom of the word, its liberation from the natural-sign aesthetic, which 
culminates in the modernist return to a newly dynamic spatiality. The vital point 
in this aesthetic is not only that the poet's act is an imitation of God's, being 
capable of creating a self-sufficient and organic world from his own genius, 
neither it is the suggestive unconcreteness of poetry, but that this organicity 
evolve the spatial element the verbal had so far to create on the analogy of the 
spatial arts. This is also what the Modernist concept of poetry attains, that is, "this 
return to spatiality is now to be made on the terms of the verbal arts rather than 
those of the visual arts, in that the spatiality is achieved in words is to be a hard-
won victory over the inherent transience of verbal sequence" (205). So much so 
that the order is even reversed, and with "modernism they ascend to the status of 
model"(206). 

In contrast Mitchell tells the story of repression in which the verbal 
triumphs over the visual with an ever greater force, repressing the visual in favour 
of the verbal expression. In this story the verbal possesses the ability of speech and 
activity in contrast to the passive, and silent image, since for Mitchell the speaking 
picture (that is poetry's ideal) is a problem in itself. Mitchell provides a very brief 
history of representation in "What is an Image?" 17 It is by no means comparable 
with Krieger's book-length study on the same subject, but for the sake of the 
different story lines it is worth comparing their main ideas. Mitchell's starting 
point in his narrative is Addison (and as I have already mentioned with the very 
same paragraph Krieger deals with). Mitchell, nonetheless, unlike Krieger, does 
not see the lurking Burkean idea of the sublime in Addison's text, but the 

16 lts emblem is the ouroboros, the mysterious "·inged snake biting its tail, standing for "the 
unfolding series of interpretative possibilities whose intertwinings are full of mystery" {141). Krieger 
however sees the ultimate emblem of the ekphrastic an in it, because of its circularity corresponds to 
the circular, mythopoetic assumption of temporality, which converted into space shapes like a 
poem. The poem, thus, in its self-enclosure becomes the verbal emblem of temporality as mystery 
(cf. p. 228). 
17W. J. T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1986), pp. 7-47. 
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reinforcement of the pictorialist tradition: "The poetic consequences of this sort 
of language theory are of course a thoroughgoing pictorialism, an understanding 
of the art of language as the art of reviving the original impressions of sense" (23). 
The verbal image here is the exact description which equals to, or even better 
than, the "images that flow from the objects themselves"; 18 sensible forms become 
a property of words. This does not necessarily mean the abandonment of the 
natural-sign aesthetic, but only that words can reach better understanding, yet it is 
one distinguished form of the verba l. Therefore, the clarity of the verbal 
expression is contrasted with tropes and rhetorical figur es, which count as 
redundant and alluring ornaments, 19 and are no mor e than mere relationship 
between signs . 

According to Mitchell Romantici sm and Modernism still apply the not ion of 
the verbal image, but the term is confu singly used for both the literal and th e 
figural. At this point the two sto ries slightly converge, since Mitchell conceives 
the theory behind romantic representation as the workings of the obscure notion 
of imagination , due to which the requirement of the ideal representation is not 
that of the mimesis or description of "external visibilia," but the inner light of the 
poetic genius and the infinite capacity of his creative mind . The poet creating with 
the help of imagination is capable of rendering organic, living works (works 
associated with the symbolic), which belon g to a higher artistic order than the 
mechanical reproducti on of allegorical works. 2

: The main tendency of 
Romanticism and Modernism in this respect is alike: to attain the notion of a non-
representational art, the realm of the intellect which is to be found in the 
sublimity and the infinite suggestiveness of verbal expression, and which does not 
necessarily ne ed to have a concrete refer ent. Mitchell sees th e logical peak of the 

18 The Spectator, no. 416, 27th June 1712 ("The Pleasures of Imagination VI," in: Elledge, ed., 
Eighteenth Centu ry' Crit ical Essays, quoted by Mitchell, p. 23, or Kri eger , p . 99). 
19 It is at hand to allude to the well known Lockean notion of rhetoric, it s inferiority and 
misleading nature in the discourse of philosoph;:: "'Eloquence, like the fair sex, has too prevailing 
beauties in it to suffer it self to be spoken against. And it is in vain to find fault with those ans of 
deceiving wherein men find pleasure to be deceind." John Locke, An Essay Concernin g Human 
Understanding, Book ill, Chapter 10 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1894), Vol. II, p. 147. 
20 It is almost common sense knowledge that th e differentiation of symbol and allegory as two 
distinct trop es are the product of this age as well. Gadamer notes th at presumably Winkelmann used 
the two interchangeably. For further reference see: Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans . 
Joel Weinschiimer and D . G . Marshall (London: Sheed and Ward, 1993), pp. 63-65, and Paul de 
Man, Blindness and Insight (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983), pp.187-229 . 
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sublimation of image in the modernist concept of the "verbal icon," (though he 
notes that there are some traits of Addison in this concept) the intellectual 
dynamism, which subordinates the image to the word. 21 

All in all, Mitchell, unlike Krieger 's structured taxonomy, tells a linear story 
of the gradual repression of the (after all unrepressible) pictorial "other" in the 
verbal arts which aims at establishing their superiority. In contrast, Krieger's story 
points toward the gradual liberation of the verbal with an inserted backward step 
of empiricism, yet the liberated verbal arts do not dismiss the lesson learnt from 
the spatial arts, thus create their own spatial solidity to counterbalance the 
temporal flow of poetry , to, at its best, reverse the order of priorities and become 
a model for the spatial arts. 

The importance of reviewing the historical development of representation in 
focus with the relationship of verbal and visual modes is that from this ground it 
is easier to examine the claimed status of the pictorial in the verbal arts in both 
thinkers' theory. My aim with this com parison is to show how divergent the 
theories are in this respect of the work of art, therefore how impossible it is to 
have any th eory which ·would get closer to control or understand this 
relationship . Furtherm ore, with the considera tion of a third theoretical approach, 
primarily that of Gadamer's hermen euti c approach to th e question, I would like 
to draw attention to Mitchell's idea, nam ely, that the poem's literal visuality is its 
(Zezchenbestand) written materiality, its letters. Otherwise, it can become visible 
merely figuratively, that is, at its semantic level: descriptions, addresses etc . all 
come into existence or can be recogni sed, when the text is itself decoded, and they 
do not change the structure of the text. The semiotic processes, however, are 
determined by the text's material dimen sion, therefore the picture plays the role 
of the ever recurring repressed oth er. 

Concerning the three theorists, it is Mitchell ·who tak es the notion of the 
image most literally. ~fochell claims that the interaction of pictures and texts is 
constitutive of representation as such: all media are mixed media, and all 
representations are heterogeneous." 22 In his view "visual representations are 
already immanent in the words, in the fabric of description, narrative v1s10n, 

21 Pound 's poetic enterprise might give some place for doubts here , since although it is true that the 
verbal creation plays the leading role in his poetry, in the imagist phase of his career Pound wanted 
to model his poetry on cubist sculpture and painting. Furth ermore, in his Cantos he consci ously 
mixed Chinese ideograms as pictures into his poetry. 
22 W . J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory, p. 22. 
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repr esente d objects and places, metaph or, formal arra ngement s and distin ctions of 
textual functions, even in typography, pap er, bindin g, or in the physical 
immedi acy of voic e and the speaker"(p. 99) . Thus, he juxtaposes thre e different 
levels in conceiving what he mean s by th e visual dimension of a text, n ame ly, the 
semantic level of the verbal text , where th e referent or th e subject m att er of the 
repr esented can be formed for the inn er eyes; the figurative or tropological 
dim ension of a text, in which the refer ence is ambigu ous and the referential 
functi on is more · openly suspended; and finally, the m aterial aspect of the 
medium , the literall y visible aspect of it. For Mitchell the verba l is stained by the 
visual , at every level, there fore the separa tion of the two in a supposed 
purification of the m edium is impo ssible. Neverthe less, the relation ship of wo rd 
and picture is hi ghly problem atic, th us it is imp ortant to "ask what th e function 
of specific forms of hetero geneit y might be"' (10~)-

Alth ough image and text are int ertw ined in the textu re of cultur e, this 
conn ection - in \lit chell's phra se the imagetext - is burd ened with sutur es. These 
sutur es are subwrsive not only to the verbal represent ation, but also to the 
instituti onal meta-language that renders possibl e the superi or ity of the on e over the 
oth er. In the spirit of the paragone the value attrib uted either to the word or to the 
image changed throu gh different phases. Mitchell claim s that the suture s of the 
imagetext undermin e the po ssibility of such value judgement s. As an example he 
evok es the prototyp e of ekphrasis, the shield of Achilles in the Iliad, and connec ts it 
to th e relationship of narration and description. :Narration is the temp ora l flow of 
the text as opposed to descripti on, but it is not only that the pictorial element is a 
spatial extension that might thr eaten with freezing the temp orality of discour se int o 
the spatial, it can arrest the tem pora l flow as an orn ament in such a way that the 
reader might get lost in the abund ance and prolif eration of descriptive details. It is 
fundamental that Mitchell sees the pictur e as a threat to the discour se, for the 
descrip tion thus, is which block s the narrative so it can never proceed to its end. As 
an illustration Mitch ell deals with th e description of Achilles' shield and its relation 
to th e whole Hom erian text. The descripti on of the shield is not only a utopian 
sight whi ch forms a space in the narrative, but an ornam ent ed frame arou nd the 
narrati on, a fram e or threshold across which the reader can ent er into and withdraw 
from the text . Mit chell concludes that "ekphrastic ornament is a kind of fore ign 
bod y within epic th at threatens to reverse th e natural literary pri or ities of time over 
space, narrative over descripti on , and turn the sublimiti es of epic over to the 
flattering blandishments of epideictic rhetoric" (179). 
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In considering the trope of ekphrasis Mitchell differentiates between three 
"phases or moments": ekphrastic hope, fear and indifference. The first covers 
more or less the desire for the natural-sign image, the wish for the possibility of 
the verbal image to come true; the second involves a counter-desire, the fear of its 
possibility, and the third states the impo ssibility of the ekphrasis. This threefold 
differentiation bears importance in two respects: on the one hand, he wants to 
prove that the ambition of ekphrasti c hope, that is, the possibility of the image to 
come into existence in front of our very eyes, is followed by the fear of the 
emergence of the image, since then, in th e presence of the image, the poetic voice 
would be doo med to silence. On the other hand, he points to the fact that the 
realisation of ekphrasis is not possible. Obviously, the image cannot come into 
view literally, since then ekphrasis were applicable only to concrete poetry, 
therefore the encounter of image and text can be conceived as figurative . What 
follows from this is that ekphrasis is not ional, the image can only be found within 
the text as its "resident alien"; the descripti ve details come to existence (becoming) 
in the textual space with the figur ative and tropological positing act. In other 
words the text figures forth any description or im age. Therefore, the translation 
into a picture seen by the mind's eye is just as pr oblematic as the translation of a 
painting into words. 23 Mitchell of course does not offer any solution how the 
image to be seen in the poem is created on the semiotic level, he talks only about 
why the semantically conceived picture/image is repressed, namely, poetry in its 
crave for superiority represses th e image to the place of secondariness. 
Nevertheless, he rightly states that it is impossible to abandon the representational 
model, though one can give up insistin g on the tran sparency of this representation 
or on the privileged or superior mode of representation in favour of the one over 
the other. · 

In Mitchell's view the problem of ekphrasis lies exactly in the fact that it 
aims at the overcoming of the oth erness of the pictorial in the verbal 
representation . This goal is highly ideological in the sense that the qualities of 
"otherness" are also determined and designated by the leading discourse. This is 
structured on the familiar dialectic of self and other, which means in ekphrastic 
poetry that the properti es attributed to the verbal will, in the final analysis, turn 
out to be the valuable, higher rank qualities as opposed to the pictorial; to cite 
Mitchell's attributes: the active, speaking self and the passive seen other. It is 

23 Cf. Nelson Goodman, Lan guages of Art (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1976) He claims that no amount 
of description can add up to a depiction. 
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exactly why the image the poem is supposed to present for the mind's eye cannot 
come into existence, and why it is considered to be a threat to the poetic voice. 
Since, when the ekphrastic hope is realised, then poetic creation itself proves to be 
useless, a mere servant, in order to achieve what paintings are capable of anyway, 
that is, presenting an image; but what is more threatening is that the silent passive 
picture attains the attributes of speech and activity, and it is no longer the voice of 
the poet which is heard. 

Let me now examine why Mitchell can claim that the repression of the 
pictorial in favour of the imagination surfaces in Romanticism. The theoretical 
background for the repression of the pictorial other is most transparent in the 
theory of Burke (and in the traces of his influence on the Romantic tradition and 
beyond). Burke claims that a thing first and foremost is affecting to the imagination 
because of its obscurity and not of its clarity. He dismisses pictorial representation as 
inferior, since it can raise only a clear idea of the object, therefore produces the same 
affect as the object could have raised in reality. In contrast, words can convey an 
"imperfect idea of such objects," but then it is in the power of the poet "to raise a 
stronger emotion by the description than I [the poet] could do by the best 
painting." 2

" It is by means of words the poet can create the required affection or 
emotion due to their uncertainty, furthermore, such obscure ideas as infinity or 
eternity can only be raised by words, since they cannot be depicted directly. He 
concludes that "poetry with all its obscurity, has more general as well as more 
powerful dominion over the passions than the other art" (57). It is also obscurity 
and uncertainty which results in experiencing of the sublime. Words thus are 
conceived to be a better means for representation because they can have access, in 
an analogical way, to a realm beyond reality ("there are many things in nature, 
which can seldom occur in reality but the words, which represent them often do" 
158.), which cannot be conceived from nature directly, nor can it be formed into 
a clear idea, so words can "affect the mind more than the sensible image 
d[oes]"(159). This faculty of the mind, the faculty of imagination, is expressible 
only through words. Imagination creates in the text / by words an obscure image 
which, nonetheless, cannot become sensible since then the required obscurity 
factor would disappear, and the representation would lose its sublimity. 25 

24 Edmund Burke, A Philosophical Enquiry zr:to the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), p. 55 
25 At this point I find it important to note the connection of Burke, Kant and English Romanticism 
as such with respect to the imagination. Kant states that the imagination cannot turn into conceptual 
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Imagination is often contrasted with mental imaging, for instance Coleridge's 
distinction between symbol and allegory - the devaluation of allegory as a "mere 
picture language" in favour of the symbol - is symptomatic of this tendency. 26 An 
excellent example for the repudiation of pictorial representation in poetry surfaces 
in the twenty-second chapter of Blographza Literaria. Coleridge claims that the 
"poet should paint to the imagination, not to the fancy," 27 and although he speaks 
about "poetic painting," it should not be a picture that "a draughtsmen could 
present to the eye with incomparably greater satisfaction by half a dozen strokes 
of his pencil or a painter wi~h as many touches of his brush." 28 He calls it "a 
creation rather than a painting, or if painting, yet such, and with such co-presence 
of the whole picture flash'd at once upon the eye, as the sun paints in a camera 
obscura." 29 The creation of such a whole depends entirely on the verbal 
expression, which, thus, proves to be of higher value than the plastic arts, since 
they do not possess the ability to create for the imagination, neither do they 
"excite vision by sound." There is a latent distrust in pictures, as there was in the 
eighteenth century, but the stakes are greater than resisting the alluring power of 
(feminine) pictures. 

To cite another example for the stress on the verbal, Wordsworth in his 
Preface to the Lyrical Ballads30 often uses phrases which put emphasis on the 
verbal nature of poetry and its power of expression in a tone reminiscent of 

lmowledge, since both the beautiful and the sublime are beyond the conceptual. What the 
imagination figures forth is the idea for which there are no adequate outer images, it can be shown 
only by ways of analogy. The ideas are images produced a priori by reason, they are intuitive 
representations. Kant calls these ideas .:nchet)pon., (ur-images), which in the Critique of judgement are 
equalled to the aesthetic idea and the unin· oi thought. This idea the representation of the 
imagination, which is not accessible to the concepts of reason or understanding, manifests itself in 
poetry. Poetry can allow llS to see nature as a phenomenon by sights (Ans1chten) which nature does 
not offer either for the senses or for the intellect. but these sights can be used as the schemata of the 
supersensible (paragraph 59). Cf. Zoltan Papp, ·· },.sthetisch wohnet der Mensch," Gond, 15-16, 
especially pp. 43-52; and Immanuel Kant, Critique of judgement (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1911), 
pp. 221-225. 
26 See footnote 20, and for further reference see ~fachell, Picture Theory, pp. 114-116. 
27 S. T. Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, ed. J. Shawcross (London: Oxford University Press, 1969), 
Vol. II, p. 102. 
28 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, Vol. II, p. 122. 
29 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, p. 103. It might bear some interest that the reference to sun and 
light can evoke their transcendental referents as God's Lux in its medieval sense. 
30 Romantic Poetry and Prose, ed. Harold Bloom and Lionel Trilling. (New York and London: 
Oxford University Press, 1973). pp. 592-610. 
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Burke. (Though for an extent of a sentence Wordsworth affirms the sister art 
tradition of poetry and painting, p. 600.) First of all poetry should be brought as 
close as possible to "the language of men"; a poet is a "man speaking to men" 
(600-601). This language is such that it is the "breath and finer spirit of all 
knowledge" (604), and its object is "the great and universal passions of men"(606); 
poetry, as Wordsworth puts it, should produce "excitement in co-existence with 
an overbalance of pleasure"(607), the excitement is due to the power of words, 
whereas the pleasure derives from the regulating meter, which does not let lose 
the dangers of words, that is, "that the excitement may be carried beyond its 
bounds" (607). The stress falls, on the one hand, on a mode of representation, 
which depicts notions not to be found in the outer world or in nature directly; 
(nature is used here as an entity from which the poet is at liberty to supply 
himself "with endless combinations of forms and imagery" (606) in order to evoke 
the unrepresentable), and on the other hand, on the affections and passion this 
representation brings forth. Similarly, according to Shelley, the power of poetry 
and poets is such that they "draw into a certain propinquity ·with the beautiful 
and the true, that partial apprehension of the agencies of the invisible world which 
is called religion" (7 48)31 (my emphasis). 

\\;/hat is at stake in representation is, then, not only the alluring power of 
ornamental pictures opposed to the truthful knowledge deriving from clear 
representational modes,1 2 but that pictorial representation can unravel the 
epistemological claims of poetry. The <1ccess to a mode of knowledge, which is 
beyond what can be assessed from sensorial experience, is the function of words. 
To be precise, it is poetic language, which can attain this power. The inner images 
the imagination causes can nenr become real or re-presentable pictures, they 

31 In the Defence of Poetry also the ethical .md socio-political interest vested in poetry surfaces fairly 
transparently, he claims that poets are "the mstitutors of laws, and the founders of civil society" 
(7 48) which he connects with the invention of life and art, moreover ha states the "poets are the 
unacknowledged legislators of the world" (762), thus claiming the highest place for poetry in society. 
Also it should be noted that religion here cannot be the institution of Shelley's age, since he was 
infamous of his hatred for the church. 
32 The irony in the attempt to clear modes of representation of course is apparent in the fact that 
they could not get rid of the use of (ornamental) tropes in philosophical discourse, since language is 
thoroughly saturated with figures and tropes. For further reference see: Paul de Man "The 
Epistemology of Metaphor," Aesthetic Ideology (:iiinneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1997) 
and Jacques Derrida, "White Mythology," The Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982). Both thinkers consider tropes to be the very basis of language. 
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cannot stand forth as pictures, because then the dynamism and the obscurity, 
w!.i.ich guarantee invisibility and passion, is irrecoverably lost. The aimed 
translation of the invisible, of the ideas of imagination int o phenomenal entities 
produced by verbal signification, result in the disarticulation of the images of th e 
imagination and their manifestation, since by definiti on the phenomenal 
representation can only approach, but never reach its "object"; in the 
correspond ence the object or subject matter would lose its transcendental nature. 
What Mitchell so well observes is th at th e poetic voice cannot be winded up by 
the closure of the text into meaning or univocal referent, that is, to freeze into a 
picture, because then it threatens with silencing the poetic voice. To put it 
differently, the poeti c voice cannot be brought to a halt, for its dynamism and 
suggestiveness is the repository of the existence of the unre achable beyond, or the 
mind's capacity to know about this beyo nd by ways of analogy. But for Mitchell 
the repression of the seen oth er is a social repressi on; or better to say th e 
relationship of the object represented, the artist and the reader in ekphrastic 
poetry "provides a schemati c met apictu re of ekphrasis as a social practice." 31 

Leaving Mit chell 's social criticism , th e pictorial cannot be repres sed if for no 
other reason th en because one cann ot forg et the visibility of written characters. 
Texts of the Romantic authors often refer tO the fact, that even writin g, or rather, 
the printed book, was seen as a supplementary device, a mere instrument in the 
service of th e poetic voice. The above-mentioned example of Wordsworth shows 
th at the str ess was on "the voice" and not on writing; or in "The Tables Turned," 
he is openly against books: "Up! up! my Fiend, and quit your books I [ ... ] Books! 
'tis a dull and endless strife. "34 In this respect even the chapter entitled "Books" in 
The Prelude is not a real exception: the inspired dream of the Arab comes only 
after he has "closed th e bo ok "; furthermore, th e song - as the song of th e shell-
book ("a loud prophetic blast of harmony ") - bears mor e imp ortan ce from th e 
aspect of poetic creativity. No wonder he also calls books "Poor earthl y casket of 
immortal verse. "35 

33 W. J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory, 165. It means th.n the represent ed object's or subject's relation is 
conceived by :--.litchell as representin g the always alre.1dy repr essed, whatever difference of th e object 
of the representation should be (women, childr en, black people), since ekphrastic poetry takes th e 
other of its objet (it is not a self-representation, not on ly because then it would re-describe a painting 
of the writing self, but because the ment al image of the representing artist of itself is a cons tru ct). 
34 William Wordsw ort h , Selected Poems (Reading: Penguin Books, 1969), pp. 201-202. 
35 William Wordsworth, The Prelude, ed. J. C. Maxwell. (London: Penguin Books), pp. 173-1 77 
(Book 5, lines 64-65, 90-95, 164-65, respectively) . 
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Similarly, Coleridge expresses his dissatisfaction about the increasing number 
of books and the deterioration of their value: "in times of old, books were as 
religious oracles [ ... ] and at present moment they seem degraded into culprits to 
hold up their hands at the bar of every self-elected [ ... ] judge, who chuses to write 
from humour or interest." 36 He calls books a "sort of mental camera obscura 
manufactured at the printing office, which pro tempore fixes, refl ects, and 
transmits the moving phantasms of one man's delirium." 37 The fixity of the 
printed, material letters of books threaten to dissolve the power of invisible 
sounds, the proper mode of the poetic genius' expression and its sublimity. 38 Yet, 
there is an ambiguous attitude to writing in Romanticism, since all their contempt 
towards the printed word was distributed in print ed books, the se writers hoped to 

be widely read. More over, count er-examples also appear : Keats expresse s fear 
about n ot to be able to transmit his mind's fruit before he dies, but the means of 
transmis sion are bo oks, and the type: ·'Before my pen has gleaned my teaming 
brain, / before high-piled boo ks, in charactery, / hold ... ,, ;c; But there is m ore to it , 
the visible material dimension of language does not disapp ear in the temp ora lity 
of reading : at its mo st reading oscillates between looking at and looking through 
the text: = but the text, the types does not disapp ear to give place to the meaning, 
to the mental pictures, let them be whatever ideological nature, the clear ideas of 
eighteenth century or the obscure verbal dynami sm of Romanticism. 

Krieger finds the romantic m ove toward the creative, emblematic powers 
attributed to poetic language tied to the discipline of general aesthetics. 41 H e seeks 
to establish ekphrasis to get beyond the function of a mer e t ro pe so that it can be 
characterised as a subject for the ore tical placem ent , hence the expr ession of 
ekphrastic principle. This principle sho ws the ambition of the poetic wo rk to 
have it both ways : to establish the spatial solidity of the plastic arts, that is, a 
certain mode of being within th e temporal and shifting world of verbal becoming. 
The m ost obvious way to achieve this is of course to find a visual object to 

36 Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, Ch apter III, p. 41. 
37 Col er idge, Biographia Litera ria, Chapt er III , p. 34. 
38 For a somewhat m ore elaborate tr eatmen t of the politics of Rom ant ic writing and Blake's 
resistance to the underrating or devaluati o"n of the m ateriality of writing see. W . J. T. Mitchell, 
Picture Theory , pp. 111-150 . 
39 John Keats, "\'\"hen I have Fears," Romant ic Poetry and Prose, p. 503. 
40 Cf. D . J. Bolter, "Ekphrasis, Virtual reality and the Futur e of Writing, " The Future of the Book, ed. 
G. Nunberg (Berkley: Th e University of California Press, 1996), pp. 264- 66. 
41 Cf. Krieger, p. 145 
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describe, and hope that verbal repre sentation, in turn, can attain the spatial fixity 
and solidity of its object of imit at ion, and which thus "can be appealed to as a 
constant, unlike our varying perceptual experiences of objects in the world." 42 

This way the poem would establish a balance between the flux and temporal 
disjunction of the verbal and the spatial simultaneity of the visual. 

Interestingly, Lessing was one of the theorist strongly against such a view: 
with insisting on representational purity, he also claims that the two distinct 
modes should remain within their proper spheres , since they can never be able to 

overcome the differences. The verbal would irrecoverably remain temporal and 
thus unable to create the simultaneous unity a painting is capable of. He says that 
"which the eye takes in at a single glance he counts out us with perceptible 
slowness, and it often happens that when we arrive at the end of his description 
we have already forgotten the first features." 43 The conception of the whole 
remains questionable, since "the imagination must be able to survey them [the 
details of a description] all with the same rapidity in order to construct them in 
one moment that which can be seen in one moment in nature." 44 Lessing is 
utterly sceptical about the feasibilit y of such repr esentation (or reading process), 
he denies the "pow er of depicting corporeality to language" since its illusion, 
namely, "t he coexistent nature of a body" comes int o conflict with the 
"consecutive nature of language" and the "final reassembling of the parts into a 
whole is made extremely difficult and often even impossible." 45 

Kri eger, in contrast, finds this theoretically possible, but at a higher level 
than a mere natural-sign, or spatial representation. He differentiates between two 
doubleness in language as the medium of the work of art. The one is the already 
mention ed conflict between the attraction to ekphrasis as the semiotic desire for 
the natural-sign and the aversion of it as the deprivati on of the flow of 
imagination in its arbitrary signs. The other doubleness he observes, is that 
"language in poems can be viewed as functioning transparently, sacrificing its own 
being for its referent; and it can be \·iewed as functioning sensuously, insisting 
upon its own irreducible there-ne ss."46 He claims that these oppositions form the 

42 Krieger, p. 8. 
43 Lessing, p . 86. 
44 Lessing, p. 87. 
45 Lessing , p. 88. 
46 Krieg er, p. 11. It is important to note that the there -ness of the poem Krieger equates with the 
verbal emblem, which, in my opinion, is heavily load ed with Poundian imagist concepts. Taken in 

206 



IM AGE AND IM AG I NATION 

ekphrastic principle of poetry, in which the poetic is aware of its own delusi on of 
recovering the "immedi acy of sightless vision built into our habit of perc ept ual 
desire," that is, it knows about its incapacity, "the incapacity of words to come 
together at an instant, at a single stroke of sensuous immediacy, as if in an 
unmediated impact." 47 Non etheless, he attempts to bring these opposition into a 
happ y synthesis of mutual supply on an abstract, th eore tical level. The 
paradoxical character of ekphr asis will serve th en as its advantage, and I believ e 
that it is worth quoting Kri eger in full: 

I believe that as the Western imagination has seized upon and used the 
ekphrastic principle , it has sought - through the two-sidedness of language as a 
medium of the verbal arts - to comprehend the simultaneity, in the verbal 
figure, of fixity and flow, of an image at once grasped and yet slipping away 
through the crevices of language. This sense of simultaneity is sponsored by 
our capacity to respond to the verbal image as at once limitedly referential and 
mysteriously self-substantial. (11) 

The ekphrastic principl e realises itself fully in the modernist development to 
the concept of the verbal emblem, in which th e ver bal and the visual interact . 
Krieger claims that the visual object of represent at ion is lost in the translati on, but 
"gradually the verbal repr esenta tion, no longer leaning on another, extratextual, 
tangible representati on, takes on the power of free-stan ding entity" (16). Th e 
m otivation in poetic representation can be conce i,·ed as the dialectic betwee n 
these two stands, th e strife for presenting o:· owrcoming th e pictorial. This, in the 
fin al analysis, render s a picturable poetic principle, which establishes itself in the 
dialectic of the tempor al, arbitrary and the spatial, natur al. It is a poetic "which 
pr esses for a Yerbal play th at acknowledges the incomp atibility of time and space, 
while collapsing th em into the illusion of an object mark ed by its own sensible 
absence" (2S). Th e recuper ative gesture of po etic creation emerges from the 
verba l, ·which "crea tes itself as its own object," thus, repressing the pictorial 
forever in favour of the verbal. Krieger sa,·es his principl e at the cost of th e one 
side of his dialectic wh ich brings the whole dialectic int o motion. In Krieger's 
th eor y the picture will not be a potential threat as it is in Mitchell's, it can never 
gain the fearful ability of activeness, since it remain s in the control of the verbal 
express10n. 

the Poundian sense the there-n ess of the poem is an idealiry, an abstrac ti on which points at the 
represented and at itself at the same time . 
47 Krieger, p. l C. 
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Gadamer's theory might seem a bit far-fetched to bring into connection of 
ekphrasis; it obviously does not relate to such a trope directly. But since he 
produced texts on pictorial representation, moreover he wrote a text entitled 
"Bildkunst und Wortkunst," in which some of the above mentioned ideas recur, it 
might be worth paying attention to him. 48 First of all, Gadamer's starting point is, 
not unlike Krieger's, that art belongs to a privileged mode of representation, 
which is differentiated from the everyday by its power of being beyond the 
historicity and by its truth measure. Since it has no use-value it cannot be 
exhausted by the passing of time, but remains valid by spanning periods. In 
Gadamer's notion the beauty of the artwork (whether the transitory temporality 
of literary text or the atemporal picture)49 lies in its ability to show itself openly 
(276), yet this moment involves a special mode of time: it involves a special mode 
of temporality, and not to get stuck in the presence of the work. This moment is 
the moment of Verweilen [ whiling, lingering, tarrying] at the artwork in the 
process of reading. The reading process articulates the inherence of the artwork, 
in which the discordant things come int o harmony, though their differences are 
not effaced, they keep their mutabilit y. This mode of harmony is to be found 
only in art, in which its validit;,· discloses itself. 

The pres ervation of the possibility of change is rendered conceivable by 
Gadamer's claim that the mode of being of the artwork is a permanent becoming 
and/ or execution [ Vollzug]. It is when the object of the representation fulfils itself 
with penetrating into and overwhelming the reader (dissolving the distance of the 
work and its reader). The temporality of Vollzug makes itself exact in the time 
structure of reading. 50 Reading, or rather the correct way of reading, in Gadamer's 
view is interpretation, which is th e constant co-speaking [Mit-rede] with the 
artwork. The process of interpretation cannot dissolve with the meaning of the 
work, it is which produces the meaning, yet cannot be terminated or brought to a 
halt. This is a circular structure (a whiling at the text) which brings about the 
simultaneity of the artworks' structure in which they "come back into 

48 Hans-Georg Gadamer, "Bildkunst und \Vortkunst," in: \Vas ist ein Bild? ed. Gottfried Boehm 
(Miinchen: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1994) and "Wo rt und Bild - «so wahr, so seiend»," Gesammelte 
\11/erke 8. Asthetik und Poet ik (Tiibingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1992), pp . 373-40 0. 
49 See Gadamer, "Bildkunst und Wortkunst, " p. 100: "Der Zeitunabhangige Bestand des Bildes und 
der transhistoris che Zeitfluss des textes bzw. besitzen eine Gemeinsamkeit, die im Vollzug besteht." 
SO Cf. Hans-Georg Gadamer, "Bildkunst und Wortkunst," p. 100. 
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themselves." 51 The artwork, or the literary text, are works "in the highest degree": 
as Gadamer states about the literary text, it "in its own right prescribes all 
repetitions and acts of speaking," the poetic text "is something that seems to 
originate in itself." 52 Therefore the artwork becomes self-presenting, that renders 
the unity of the Gebilde [shaped form or structure] (also due to the harmony of its 
parts). The Gebilde is the unity of the work of art in which "something has 
developed into its own pattern from within and thus is perhaps to be grasped in 
further formations" (my emphasis). 53 With respect to interpretation Gadamer does 
not make any distinction between the verbal and the plastic arts: both are 
artworks thus both need to be read and interpreted, thus implying the hierarchy 
of the two media. The interpretation reproduces the original work (which is 
distinguished from the intention of the speaker) and allows it to appear in its own 
light. But Gadamer notes that "one dra\\·s false conclusion if one thinks one can 
understand such presence with the language of metaphysics as presence at hand 
[des Vorhandenen], or with the concept of objectifiability." 54 

Nonetheless, the circularity of the process of interpretation and the thus the 
self-presentation of the work is a curious one: on the one hand, it is like the 
recitation of a fully skilled artist, which "will render the linguistic gestalt fully 
present," it is not "a mere series of pieces of discourse; rather it must be a whole, 
which stands in itself." 55 The meaning of the work thus shines forth, 56 renders 
itself Yisible, as its truth. 57 In the "blow-like suddenness of understanding, as the 
disordered fragments of the sentence, the words, suddenly crystallize into the 
unity of meaning of the whole [ ... ] in which the unity of the whole formulation 
is illuminated." 58 The unity of the artwork Gadamer refers to is seemingly 

51 Hans-Georg Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation," Dzalog:1e and Deconstruction, ed. Diane P. 
Michelfelder and Richard E. Palmer. (A.lbany: State Unin:-sitv of New York Press, 1989), p. 41. 
52 Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation," p. 42. 
53 Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation," p. 49. 
54 Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation," p. 47. 
55 Gadamer, "Te::,,."t and Interpretation," p. 47. 
56 Gadamer uses Plato's Ekphainstaton at this place, which he translates as Herausscheinenden 
("Bildkunst und \X' ortkunst," p. 100). 
57 Gadamer, "Bildkunst und Wortkunst," p. 100. 
58 Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation," p. 48. 
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possesses a curious visibility, a picture-like quality, the place probably that of the 
beautiful in which the idea (or eidolon) appears. 59 

On the other hand, it possesses dyn amism, it cannot be reduced to the state 
of mere objecthood, its sense is carried in its Vollzug [becoming; execution]. 
Gadamer connects this process to the Aristotelian term of energeia and dynamis. 
The work although becomes a Gebild e, it does not mean _the stopping of the 
interpretative proces s, the whiling at th e text, but have both simultaneously. The 
meaning of the artwork shines forth from within, in its own light, by its own in 
the simultaneit y of the whiling at it, but due to the dynamism of this whiling, it 
does n ot me an that that the process cm ever be brought to a halt. 60 Yet, the 
notion of energeia carries the connotati ons of embodiment, shining and making 
visible. It comes int o being with the reading proces s, that is, the meaning (or 
rather the Gebilde) of the text. If it is considered to be an ekphrastic object, as 
Morike' s antique lamp in "Text and Int erpretation" can be, then Gadam er's idea 
of reading is riveting around the problem s of the ekphrastic poem. Namely, th at 
the object of the poem is brought into existen ce by the text itself and it does not 
pre-exist before the depiction, moreov er th at the circularity of the described 
object might impose its structur e on the structure of the artw or k. Though 
Gadamer is strongly against the latter vie"'·. 

Gadamer's ideas are rather reminiscent of Krieger's less philos ophical 
approach to the ekphrastic principle, which would preserve both the dynamism 
and the spatiality in its ideality. (Krieger identifies circularity as one of the most 
basic structur e of ekphrasis [the ouroboros], and interestingly to prove this refers 
to the very same interpretation of Mi::irike's "The Lamp " by Leo Spitzer as 
Gadamer). Th e image produced in both cases remains captive in th e verbal, which 
produces it and renders its dynamis, its flow. It is verb ality whic h can thu s 
preserve its superiority over the pictorial other, and which can medi ate th e image 
"seen" or rather suggest ed between th e becoming of an im age and th e verbal 
temporality. The only thing th e under standin g of th e text leaves behind is its 
lingui stic app earance, but not the text itself .61 Gadamer considers th e 
Zeichenbestand [signs and writing] of th e artw ork mere Ausserlichkeit [externals], 

59 Hegel claims that the beautiful is the appearanc e of the tdea and that th e sublime is th e absolute 
beautiful. Cf. G. \V. F. Hegel, lntrod11ctory Lectures on Aesthetics, trans . B. Bosanquet (London: 
Penguin Books, 1993). 
60See Gadamer, "Bildkunst und Wortkuns t," pp. 102-103. 
61 Gadamer, "Text and Int erpr etation ," p. 49. 
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which are not sensible elements (like motifs, images) its structure is built up of. 
The letters, words and sentences, that is, the signs and writing of the artwork, is 
an unavoidable and necessary burden on imagination . Yet, it is a rather disrupting 
one: it can produce the uncontrollability of repre sentation, the impossibility of 
taming its excess, the way they take on a life of th eir own that escapes and defies 
the will to determine meaning . 

In both Krieger's and Gadamer's approach the free-play of imagination is 
bound to the flow of verbality. The circularity is constitutive of the reading 
process and the object thus formed, just like in Kri eger's ekphrastic principl e. As a 
result of this circular m ove ment of interp retation , in Gadamer's view, the artwork 
becomes active: it shines forth its sense, yet th e shining is not the appearan ce of 
the object represented in an objectified state (the lamp if we consider Morike's 
poem), but its appearance is the depository of speech, of the dialogical process 
between the re:1der and the object. Due to this dialogue th e work begins to speak 
for itself. The image that would stand forth cannot become a real im age, a 
pictorial one, sinc e the constant co-speaking of th e dialogical int erpr etation 
cannot dissoh·e speech. No wonder the shining or appearance of the work turn s 
out to be a kind of speaking in the end ,62 speech cannot be stopped even if it is 
related to the interpr etat ion of the plasti c arts. The instability of the painting is 
not due to the questi ons of representational unreliability in the plastic arts (as 
.\ilitchell claims), but to the interpretatiYe proc ess. The free-play of imagination 
cannot allow the pictur e to st,md in front of us, sin ce then, it might result in the 
silencing of the actin speaking voice, let it be the poe tical, the object's or the 
object producing dialogue . Corollary, the fixed object as such would lose its 
timelessness and eternal nlidity. The shining of the work, that is, th e light of 
understanding, might turn out, in the final analysis, to be dependent on the late 
medieval metaphysical sense of light : the divine lux (and not the perceived Lumen). 
It is God's word, the logos, which first creates light , thus making the dep ository 
of shining the word (speech) in the first place. The work of art could, then, with 
full right claim the met aphysical values of timel essness, lasting validity and the 
appearance of its truth. Gadamer, seemingly with full right, obliterates the word-
play of "es scheint" [ "it shines" and "it seems"], since the "larger context" 
determines that we are dealing with a work of art, so it can only shine in the 
realm of the aesthetic, not prosaically seem (in th e illusory appearances of reality), 

62 Cf. Gadamer, "Te xt and Int erpr etation," p . 51: "The interpreter, who gives his reasons , disapp ears 
- and the text speaks. " 
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yet he remains within the circulus vitiosus of his own claim, his decision in favour 
of shine is made on the pr esumption that he deals with a work of art. Thi s curi ous 
shining of the art might, then, actu ally blinds us, and th e app earance of the idea 
can never be made percei vable. 

Mitchell seems to be right in arguing that the repression of the image is 
constitutive of the recuperation of th e im aginati on. With analysing Shelley's 
"Medusa" 63 h e stages th e dang ers of th e graphic other of the word that remains 
inaccessible and beyond control. A t th is place alth ough I build up on Mitchell's 
idea, I will prov ide a somewh at different analysis of Shelley 's poem. The dan gers 
of the other's activ eness, if G adamer's idea of the speaking work is considered and 
seen from Mit chell' s point of view, is th at it might get out of control, so much so 
that its beauty freez es the reader/writer. 

Th e po em enumerates the m arks of the Burkean sublime related to the 
impressi ons from the observation of Medusa: the "flares and light" it pro jects on 
th e "midnight sky" is a "dread ," not only "ob scurity," and its beauty arouse the 
feeling of "terror" (its "horror" and its "beauty" are "divine"). But the terror is 
not only due to its "beaut y " or "tem pestuo us loveliness" or "grace" to menti on a 
few epitaphs Shelley uses, but to the actiw gazin g back of th e serpents to the 
viewer, and as Mitchell obsen ·es, th e acti\ ·e gaze of Ivledu sa: "it lieth gazing." The 
"gleamin g" "glare" of th e serpents is par alleled with the "fiery" and "lurid" shine 
em anating from th e Medusa face: both stir anguish and fear, as it should be raised 
by the sublime. Th e shining of the beaut y is mingled with the feeling of terror, 
unlike the shining beauty of Gadamer's work of art wh ich sho ws or speaks for 
itself. The ter ro r of the Medusa is not on ly due to the oxymoron of "hideous" 
"beauty," neither to the activity of its (and the myri ads of serp ent s) lo oking (or 
talk ing as the ambiguity of "lieth" implies) back, but the possibility that this 
active gazing "t ransform s" its observer: if the proce ss of reading is fulfilled and the 
Gebilde of th e poe m can shin e forth th en the prophec y of the po em com es also 
tru e and in the pr esence of the active gazing head the observer become s fro zen, 
since it "turns the gazer's spirit int o stone." In th e act of nai v identifi cation or 
the moment wh en th e read er/ observ er is overwhelmed, the dead Medusa 
freeze s its observer into death, his/ her "spirit int o ston e." This sto ne-like spirit 
th en bec omes like the sto ne used for th e mat erial of th e plastic art s: it is not the 
pla ce from which the understanding of th e poem em anat es when the whole 
poem is "le arnt by heart and liw writt en in th e soul on the way to 

63 "O n the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the Florentine Gallery. " 

212 



IM AGE A ND IMAGINATI ON 

scriptuality," 64 but the place of inscription, into which the lineaments or 
features of the Medusa's face are inscribed. From the moment on this 
inscription occurs the observing reader has no control over what is inscribed, 
since it is something that "thought no more can trace." If the harmonisation of 
the parts can occur this way then it is very unlikely to produce the melody (or 
harmony) Gadamer talks about. 

The realisation of the picture is dependent on the reading of the poem, on 
the interpreter, the seemingly dead and mutilated Medusa seems to bear life in the 
reading act, which endows it with the active gaze. The activity of the Medusa is 
entirely dependent on the reader's reception. Yet, the feeling of threat does not 
disappear: it stages the problem that the moment the picture stands forth the 
observer loses its activity in its presence. Th e active speaking and glaring of 
Medusa deadens all other acti\·ities. Thus the implied threat that he whole picture 
might turn into an enormous site of gaze: the "ever shifting mirrors" formed from 
the "vapours of the air" do not function as the mirror of the observer, neith er do 
they seem to mediate the site as Mitchell claims, but "kindle" the "brazen glare" 
of the sneaks and of the Medusa head and corollary, its beauty and terror . The 
picture in the end would be an immense site of gazing eyes, which at the same 
time emanate light and shine enhanced by the mirroring vapours, thus blinding 
any observer in the process of realisation. 

For the impossibility of realising the "pictorial other" a supposedly 
descriptive part "A Game of Chess" from Eliot's Waste Land can serve as a good 
example. As Lentricchia argues, "In the Waste Land, Eliot, a man of his 
aesthetic times, created a kind of painting in five panels, which must be grasped 
by the mind's eye all at once , as a spatial form, taken in as if the poem were a 
single complex image, not a work to be read through time, from beginning to 
end but to a work to be 'seen' in a glance." 6

' Yet, this construction is curious 
since the real referents are only previous texts or myths. The juxtaposition of 
many perspectives at once is supposed to insert a spatial dimension into the 
temporal flow of narration and therefore to create in stantaneity or simultaneity, 
and to freeze the temporal into the spatial. If successful the "meaning," that is, 
the picture seen by the 'inner eye' stills the movement and becomes static as 
opposed to the dynamic and actiw voice. However, Eliot presumably does not 
want to freeze his poetry into the state of an icon, his poem is so overtly 

64 Gadamer, "Text and Interpretation, " p . 42 
65 F. Lentricchia, .Hodemist Quartets (Cambridge: Cambridge University Pre ss, 1994) 275. 
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overloaded with different images the prevalent allusions create that it is hardly 
possible to stop their whirlpool. 

The first part of "A Game of Chess" begins with a close paraphrase from 
Shakespeare's Antony and Cleopatra. If one follows Eliot's notes it is easy to notice 
that the whole section is framed by Shakespearean texts as it closes with the last 
words of Ophelia. The opening picture of this section give hints of an affluent 
setting, but these are misleading about the time period we are supposed to 
imagine. Also the presence of candle light or the massive gold ceiling suggest 
earlier periods whereas "closed car" and "Shakespearean Rag" appearing in the last 
lines of this part might refer to a later period, early 20th century, though it does 
not suspend the ambiguity. The description of the first 110 lines present the 
interior but leaves out any description of the woman the room belongs to: she is 
present in her absence. There is no information about her, only the setting and 
later her diction suggest indirectly her social class. Some pieces of the furniture ("a 
chair she sat in"; mirror and reflection, perfumes) and the last lines "under the 
brush her hair / spread out in fiery points" give hints that probably she is seated 
in front of a dressing table brushing her hair. But we do not know anything about 
her appearance or age, the woman directs the passage in her bodily absence, but 
with the presence of her mice for which there is no "audible" answer (only her 
lines are in quotation marks). 

The description of the room has no unified focal point, the elements of the 
description follow the intertexts intertwined in the texture of the poem, and _this 
makes extremely difficult for the reader-interpreter to imagine the actual setting. 
Description, according to Mieke Bal, in reality, is closer to de-scription, that is, to 
un-writing, with which she claims that any description falsifies its object rather 
than presents it. But here the question is not only the falsity of description, since 
in Eliot's poem the impossibility of description is due to the intricate allusive 
system it applies. (Enobarbus's description of Cleopatra also states the 
impossibility of depicting, he says that "it beggar'd all description"). The first 110 
lines are incorporating different sources: after the Shakespearean intertext, the 
Aeneid takes over, the description of Dido's banquet, and then we find a few lines 
from Philomel's story, Ovid's Metamorphosis. Even the intertexts overlap: 
Cleopatra invites Anthony for dinner, Dido gives a banquet, Philomel and her 
sister Procne make a feast for Tereus and serve his son Itys for him as a revenge. 

Following the "description" one even finds that on the thematic level it is 
rather the disruption and the distraction of the senses: light, gold and the glitter of 
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jewels are doubled and reflected by the glass and th e marble, all the light 
em anating from the different objects "meet" in th e reflection, blinding any 
observant eye (especially "lidless eyes," or eyes which are pearls now 66

) thus 
thw art ing seeing and traditi ona l description. From th e 86th line on, smell takes 
ove r resulting not only the confusion of the senses, but the intellect as well: "And 
dro wned the sense in odors." Th e Ovidian intertext, represented as a depicti on of 
a painting , functions as a window, mock in g the claim ed t rans parency of artworks 
by the actual re-writing of a verba l passage. T he pictur e of Philomel point s to 
anot her picture, to the tapestry, to a mute textile int o which she waved her story. 
Pictures just like signs in this poem point to ever newer signs: "other with ered 
stumps of time / were told upon the ,v.ills." But very int erestingly, th ese signs 
gaze actively and their gaze silence the "talki ng image-texts" which form the 
roo m's description: "star in g for ms / leaned out, leanin g, hushing the room 
enclosed." Eliot's idea of the ob jectiYe correlative ,'" according to which objects or 
external facts must terminate in sensory experience and evoke the required 
emot ion , does not seem to reach its aim, it does not terminate in sensory 
experience, but in the blindness of reading and recalling ot her texts. The eyes th at 
became pearls might be ob jects and impers ona l as oppose d to the pri vate and 
personal eye, but with them the possibilit y for private seeing is lost, for if the 
im age turns into a pearl (the pearls of liter atur e?) th ere is little chance to gain its 
or iginal back. The set of ob jects are not object s but words which has to do more 
with their sources (with pr e,·ious texts) than with the existing objects of a 
description or the prob ably e,·oked referent. Alth ough the whirlpool of thoughts 
and images might be reach ed in this case, it is possible only at the pric e of 
concrete ness. 

66 It is another allusion to Shakespeare, name! v to Ariel's song from th e Tempest: "Those are pearls 
th at were his eyes" (Act I, scene ii). 
67 "T he only way of expressing emotion in the form of art is by finding an 'objective correlative'; in 
oth er words, a set of objects, a situa tion , a cham of event s which shall be the formula of that 
partic ul ar emotion ; such that when th e external facts, which mu st terminate in senso ry experience, 
are given, the em oti on is immediately evo ked" (T. S. Eliot, "Ha ml et ," Selected Essays [London : Faber 
and Faber, 1958], p 145). 
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Janos Kenyeres 

Intention and Interpretation in Literary Theory and 
Legal Hermeneutics 

The following discussion offers an investigation into the concept of intention in 
the humanities, in the broadest sense of the word. My main interest is literary 
theory - specifically the approach exemplified and represented by Northrop Frye 
- and legal hermeneutic s. Both are conc erned with human culture and have 
societal, communal and public bearings but as US Supreme Court Justice William 
Brennan has said, "U nlike literary critics, judges cannot merely savor the tensions 
or revel in the ambiguities inhering in the text - judges must solve them." 1 This 
pragmatic requirement in legal hermeneutics was certainly one of the reasons why 
the idea of intention as a guiding principle has been retained in legal 
interpretation, wh~reas, in the absence of this practical demand, the role of 
intention experienced a rapid decline in literary theory as modern and post-
modern theories entered the academic field. But apart from this pragmatic aspect, 
jurisprudence has always been based up on such principl es as righteousness and 
justice, principles attached to ethics, a concept whose role for literature - as the 
"asymmetric counterconcept" of aesthetics - has been the subject of much debate 
in literature and literary theory since the last third of the 19th century. 2 For all 
the differences, however, legal herm eneutics and literary theory are both 
concerned with the interpretation of texts, which alone offers the opportunity to 
compare their respective interpretativ e strategies. In what follows I will first 

1 Quoted in Annabel Patter son, "Intention," in: Critical Terms for Literary Study, eds. Frank 
Lentricchia and Thomas McLaughlin (Chicago: University of Chicago Pr ess, 1995), p. 136. 
2 See Zoltan Kenyeres, "Kerdesek az etikumr61 es esztetikumr61," in: lrodalomismeret (2000/ 4), 
p. 65. 
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discuss literary theory and will proceed on to legal hermeneutics in the second 
part of this paper. 

The concept of authorial intention was largely deprived of its legitimacy and 
banned from literary criticism in the second half of 20th century as an old 
fashioned and simple method which restricts interpretation and which is 
established on a faulty and deficient theoretical basis. As Jeremy Hawthorn has 
remarked, "in the 1950s and 1960s use of the word 'intention' alone was sufficient 
to make many critics reach for their revolvers.'>3 Northrop Frye's theory, too, 
moved along this path and rejected the importance of authorial intention in the 
interpretation of works of literature. 

In Fearful Symmetry, Frye rejected th e noti on that the poet is necessar ily, or 
even could be, the definitive interpreter of himself. Thi s noti on was in line with 
th e basic tenets of th e Kew Criticism, but Frye traced it to Blake's following 
comments on \Vordsworth: "I do not kno"· who wrote these Prefaces - Blake said 
- they are very mischievous & direct contrary to \'Vordsworth's own Practice." 4 

Frye beliewd that "it is a blunder to limit the meaning of art to what the artist 
may be presumed to have intended," for the "artist's intentions are often on levels 
of con sciousness quite unknown to himself." 5 Frye maintained and developed this 
idea in Anatomy of Criticism, where he claimed that the artist is not equipped with 
the tools to unravel his own art or that of other poets and that it is the task of the 
critic to unveil the poet's world of imagination through his creative work. 6 Thus 
it is not very surprising that Frye concluded that "\Vord sworth's Preface to the 
Lyrical Ballads is a remarkable document, but as a piece of Wordsworthian 
criticism nobody would give it mor e than a B plus ."~ 

In his effort to set up the principles of literary criticism, Frye was reluctant 
to use psychological terms, but accepted that "poetry is the product of not only of 
a deliberate and voluntary act of consciousness, like discursive writing, but of 
processes which are subconscious or prec ons cious or half-conscious or 
unconsci ous as well." 8 This was a rejection of Husserlian intentionality, at least as 

3 Jeremy Haw1:horn, A Glossary of Contem pornry Literary Ti..•eory (London: Edward Arnold, 1992), 
p. 119. 
4 Quoted in Northrop Frye, Fearful Symm etry: A Study of \'(lifliam Blake (Princeton U P, 1947), 
pp. 112-113. 
5 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, p . 112. 
6 See Northrop Frye, Anat omy of Criticism: Four Essays (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1957), pp. 5-6. 
7 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 5. 
8 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 88. 
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far as works of literature were concerned, since - as it is well-known - Husserl 
believ ed that it is not possible to consider the world ind ependently of human 
consciousness and th at our consciousness always relates to something, since 
consciousness is always a consciousness of something and th e objects of the world 
are correlates of the individu al's intenti on al acts. Frye did not oppose this idea, 
but claimed that poetry is creation, not "an act of consciou sness," and "creation, 
whether of God, man, natur e, seems to be an activity whose only intention is to 
abolish intention, to eliminate fin al dependence on or relation to something else, 
to destroy th e shadow that falls between itself and its conception. "9 This latter 
view echoed th e Critique of Pure Reasa:1, in which Kant stated, albeit in anoth er 
context, that: "Otherwise it would not be the exactly same thing that exists, but 
something else, but something m ore than we had th ought in th e concept; and we 
could not, therefore, say that the exact object of my concept exists." 10 

Frye traced the "intentional fallacy ," the concept that the poet's primary 
int ention is to convey meanin g to th e reader - and that the main obligation of the 
critic is to evoke that intention - to th e failure to distinguish between "fiction and 
fact, hypothesi s and assertion, imagin ati,·t:' and discursive writing." 11 In his view, 
int ention belongs to "discursiw writing ," wher e there must be a valid 
correspondence ben,;e en the words and what they describe. In discursive writing a 
statement is true if it corresponds to the reality which it literally den otes. On the 
other hand, "a poet's primary concern is to produce a work of art [ ... ] in other 
words, a poet's intention is centripetally dir ected. It is directed toward s putting 
words together, not t owards aligning words with meanings. " 12 In brief, the "poet 
may haw intended one thing and don e anot her," LJ or "A snowflake is pro bably 
quite unconscious of forming a crystal, but what it do es may be worth study even 
if we are willing to leave its inner ment al processes alone." 14 

One of the most extreme manife sto s of this line of critical thought, detaching 
the author from the w ork of art, was made by Roland Bart hes, among ot her s 0ike 
Foucault), who claimed that it is an erro r to assume that the re is an author behind 
the text, because such a pre sumpti on delimits the t ext and restricts its 

9 Frye, Anatomy of Criti cism, pp. 88-89. 
10 Quoted in John Hick , ed., Classical and Contemporary Readings in the Philosophy of Religion 
(Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Pr entice Hall, 1990), p. 449. 
11 Frye, A natomy of Critici sm, p. 86. 
12 Frye , Anatomy of Criticism , p. 86. 
13 F rye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 87. 
14 Frye, Anatomy of Criticism, p. 89. 
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interpretation by assigning a deciphering activity to the cnuc in place of a 
disentangling process. 15 Barthes' famous statement, that the "birth of the reader 
must be at the cost of the death of the Author," 16 was a logical conclusion in a line 
of thought that may be taken back to Nietzsche. Nevertheless, despite the 
rhetorical power of Barthes' assertion, the argument of a long line of earlier critics 
following the same path, including Frye, stating, for example, that "the author 
brings the words and the reader the meaning" and that "it is the exact description 
of all works of literary art without exception," 17 it is naive to believe that the 
research of intention is a simple or easy hermeneuti c question. The unabridged 
version of the above Frye quote is the motto of E.D. Hirsch's "defence of the 
author" in Validity in Interpretation, suggesting as if Fr ye had been his opponent, 
but Hirsch's attack was more specifically directed against Gadamer. 18 Hirsch 
defines "verbal meaning" as ""•hat the author meant," i.e. "the author's meaning" 
and distinguishes it from "und erstanding, .. ,;,.·hich is th e reader's own constru ction 
of verbal meaning, ''int erpretatio n," ,;,.·hich is the exp lan ation of verbal meaning 
and "significance" "·hich "names a relationship" benveen verbal meaning and a 
per son, who is the reader of the text. 19 Hirsch's book-length study gave complex 
reasons for the necessity of an author-centred approach, countering the 
predominant currents of twentieth century literary theory from Eliot to Derrida 
(opposing the latter in his Aims of Interpretation). One of his key argum ents was 

15 Barthes claims that "[o]n ce th e .-\uthor is rcmo·:td. the claim to decipher a text become s quite 
futile. To give a text an .-\uthor is to impose a lir:,n on th.n t exr, to furnish it with a final signifi ed, 
to close the writing. Such .1 conce ption suits critiusm nr:, T ell, t lle l.1tter then allotting it self the 
imp ortant task of discc•:e r ing the Author (or it s hypo st.ises: s,x ietY, his tory, psyche, liberty) 
beneath the work: "·hen the ,1uth or ha s been found , the text is ·expb1ned ' - victory to the critic" 
(Roland Barthes, "The De.1th oi the Au thor ," in: Image, Music, Tex:, css.n-s selected and tran sLned by 
Stephen Heath [Ne w York: :-.:oc nda, · P ress, 1988), p. 147). 
16 Barthes, p. 148. 
17 Frye, Fearful Symmetry, pp. 417-..\2S. 
18 E. D. Hirsch, Jr., Validity in lnterprc:ar.on (New Haven: Yal e University Press, 1967), p. 1, but 
the same quotation is also cited by Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Re,,ding: A Theory a/Aesthetic Response 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1978) . For mYestigations int o the opposing views of Gadam er and 
Hirsch, see Peter Davidh h i, "A filol6gia kihivasa az amerikai kritikaelmeletben," in: Filol6gia 
Kozlony, xxx / 4 (Budapest, 1984), pp. 402--c·, and Tib or Fabiny, Shakespeare and the Embl em: 
Studies in Renaissance Iconography and lcono!og;;. (Szeged, 1984), pp . 40-44. 
19 Hirsch, Valid ity in Interpretation, pp. 8 and 2S. For the four catego ri es in Hirsch, see Wend ell V. 
Harris's explanation in Irena R . Maryk, ed ., Encyclopaedia of Contemporary Literary Theory: 
Apprnaches, Scho!an, Te,-ms (Toronto Buffalo London: University of Toronto Press, 1993), p. 360. 
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that to "banish the original author as the determiner of meaning was to reject the 
only compelling normative principle that could lend validity to an 
interpretation." 20 In opposition to D errida and J. Hillis Miller, M.H. Abrams 
struck a very similar tone in "The Deconstructive Angel," claiming th at 
interpretation should approximate what th e author meant. Knowing that Hirsch's 
compelling logic and Abrams' "traditiona l humanistic scholarship" (as David 
Lodge calls it)21 supports the "tradition alistic" side of the debate, it is perhaps not 
utterly wrong to assert that ret aining the concept of the author and of authorial 
intention m ay reveal an underlying system, the very core of that which comes to 
light, and this, in turn, may help solve questions w hich are otherwise utterly 
complicated or cannot be resolved at all. In brief, such methodology may offer 
assistance in seeing things hidd en from the sight of the cr itic, thin gs th at are 
relevant not because they belong to the author but becau se they pert ain to th e 
reader's understanding of what he can see in the text. 

In the light of th e foregoing it is interesting to observe that there was a shift 
in Frye's own view conc erning the question of intenti on in the 1980s. This issue 
did not assume a central role in his thought, but, given his previous conviction, 
one cannot ov erloo k some queer statem ent s scatt ered in his last works. Frye never 
accepted th e imp ortanc e of authorial intention , but th e int enti onality of th e text 
was a concept which he started to invoke. For Fry e, th e point of departur e 
remained to be the text, and not the author, but he accepted the idea of int ention 
wh ich was recreated by and through the text, as if being in the mind of th e text. 
For example, in The Great Code he asserts: "What I am saying is th at all 
explanations are an ersatz form of evidence, and evidence impli es a criterion of 
truth external to the Bible which the Bible itself does not recognise," 22 suggestin g 
that the Bible has its ow n int egrit y and the capability of deciding on such matters, 
or as was for lon g held: "Scriptura Scriptur am interpr etat " or "Scriptura sui ipsius 
interpr es." This concept is repeated in another statem ent, which include s 
reference to the mentality of the Bible 's pr esum ed author as well: "the Bible itself 
could not care less whether anyone finds an ark on Mount Ararat or not: such 
"proofs" belong to a mentality quite different from any that could concei vably 

20 Hir sch , Validity in lnte>pretation, p . 5. 
21 See David Lodge, ed., ,\1odem Crit icism and Theory (London and New York: Longman, 1988), p. 
264. "The Deconstru ctive Angel" is reprinted in the same volume, pp. 265-276. 
22 Northrop Frye, The Great Code: The Bible and Literature (San Diego: A H arvest/ HJB Book, 
1983), p . 44. 
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produced the Book of Genesis." 23 Then again, Frye refers to intention in the 
following sentence: "Once we have realized that the Bible is not primarily literary 
in intention, it may seem curious that it should be so full of figures of speech." 24 

Answering a question posed by a student, Frye said th at it was important to 
respect the religious intenti onality of the Bible, 25 and in the "Hypnotic Gaze of 
the Bible," he said: "Well, I was confronted with the difficulty that the Bible 
seemed to have all the characteristics of literature, such as the use of myth and 
metaphor, and yet at the same time it was clearly not intended to be a work of 
literature." 26 It is clear from th ese statements that Frye thought both of the mind 
of the text and, vaguel y, of th e author of the text, but these scattered remarks are 
insufficient to conclude that he turned towards an int ention-centred approach. 
Th ese assertions merely dem onstrate that he took into consideration some kind of 
intention, whether emanating from and created by the text or deriving from th e 
author; however, there is no doubt that the internal, centripetal world of the text 
cont inu ed to be at the foca l point of his thought, and he did not make a maj or 
revision to his \·iews on intention. 

Th e example of other scholarships where the question of authorial intention 
has not been excluded from the field of research is also suggestive. Not in th e 
sense that the se scholarships managed to solve the question of intention onc e and 
for all in their own hermen eutic s, but in the sense that they demonstrate that this 
question is a very compl ex one, to which no gener al rules can be applied. 

In art history, the claim th at Baroque churches wer e ove r-decorated in order 
to attract attention and thu s help regain people for Catholicism is surely dismis sed 
by most art historians as a commonplace, but not as a statement founded on a 
false theoretical basis. 27 Alois Riegl's analysis of th e origin of the early Christian 
basilica investigates why in early Christian churches th e communal space was 
emancipated by the unusual placin g of the altar in the centr e, and finds th at the 
answer lies in the architect's artisti c \·olition to dir ect th e perceiver's attention 
towards the ceiling and towards the sky above it, suggesting that the believ er's 

23 Frye, The Gma Code, p. 44. 
24 Frye, The Great Code, p. 53. 
25 See "Introduction: an approach, Episode ;(o. 1," in: The Bible and Literature [video series) 
(Toronto: Media Centre, Univer sity of Toronto, 1982). 
26 Robert D. Denham, ed., A World in a Grain o_f Sand: Twenty-Tw o Int erviews with Northrop Frye 
(New York: Peter Lang, 199 1), p. 222. 
27 Th e statement is not trne for count ries where Baroque art was not connec ted to the Counter-
Refor m ation, such as Baroque archit ectur e in England. 
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awareness should be concentrated on the presence which is above, both inside and 
outside of the building. 28 In art history, intentionality, Kunstwollen, is a valid and 
applicable concept, which Laszlo Beke has recently brought into connection with 
Foucault's concept of episteme. 29 Indeed, already Wolfflin defined the essence of 
Kunstwollen as "not everything is possible in any age." Although the concrete 
manifestation of Kunstwollen, according to Riegl, defines individual periods of art, 
his usage of the concept was very broad and he applied it to the individual artist as 
well: "in the age of modern superindividualism, each artist believes that he must 
write a book on his own Kunstwollen, out of the well-founded fear that the public 
would not be able to understand his artistic conceptions from his works." 30 

Gadamer, drawing on Aristotle, distinguished between phronesis, i.e. moral 
knowledge, e-pisteme, i.e. theoretical knowledge and techne, i.e. the knowledge of a 
skill. He saw a connection between phronesis and modern hermeneutic problems, 
and referred to legal hermeneutics as an example of phronesis. 31 Gadamer's 
hermeneutic theory, of course, proceeded to other conclusions, but his analogy 
leads one to the area of jurisprudence, which both in theory and practice accepts 
that an act (action) should be interpreted and judged, at least partially, in 
accordance with the will, or intent, that c:tused it to become realised. In criminal 
law, intention is a concept which distinguishes one degree of crime from another: 
murder is different from manslaughter in that murder is the illegal deliberate 
killing of a human being, whereas manslaughter is the crime of killing a person 
illegally, but not intentionally. Therefore, murder carried out by premeditated 
malice is different from manslaughter by negligence, exactly on the basis of the 
intent underlying it, even if the same axe is used. 

But to move from the corpse to the corpus, it is clear that law must deal with 
other cases, too, where the examination expands from a written text, whether a 
law, a contract or a testament, to the context outside it. The recreation of the 
intention of the lawmaker, the contracting parties or the testator is an essential 
element of judicial systems around the world, which brings the interpreter of legal 

28 See Alois Riegl, "Az okereszteny bazilika keletkezesehez," in: Emlek mdrvdnyb6! vagy 
hom okkobol, ed. Maro,, Lrn,i (Gondolat, 19-6), pp 357-360. IM y translation. I 
29 See Laszlo Beke, "Ctoszo," in: Alois Riegl, 1\J;ivisz,tti!rtineti /anulm tllljOk, ed. Laszlo Beke 
(Budapest: Balassi Kiado, 1998), p. 316. 
30 Quoted in Beke, p. 319. [~1y translation.] 
31 See Hans-Georg Gadamer, lgazsdg es m6dszer: egy filoz6fiai hermeneutika vdzlata (Budapest: 
Gondolat, 1994), pp. 222-240. 
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texts into an extratextual area, back to the intent of the persons who created 
them. But here as well, the issue of int ention is n ot free from debates. 

Ev en in criminal law, intenti on is not necessarily th e primary principle 
deciding the case. The story of th e pub lication of Histriomasti x in 1632 and of the 
cruel puni shment of it s author, th e Presbyterian reformer William Prynne, serves 
as a good example t o illu strate thi s focr. Pr ynn e's book was a severe attack against 
the stage an d all th eat rica ls, includin g those enjoyed or per forme d by ruler s, such 
as Ne ro. The English roya l famil y of the time were fascinated by court pl ays and 
when Prynne 's bo ok was finall y published after seven years of hard work and 
seve ral futile attempts to obtain a licence, Queen He nrietta Maria and her women 
were engaged in reh ears ing a pasto ral pla y for a performance at Whitehall. Among 
other implicit atta cks against the monarch y, Prynne, v.•hether deliberately 
referring to the que en or not, placed in the table of content s of his boo k an 
expression stigmatisin g women actors as "notorious whores." H e wa s imm ediately 
summon ed before th e Star Chamber and was found guilty of the cri me of 
seditious libel. He was condemn ed to stand in the pillo ry, t o have both hi s ears 
cut off (on two sep arate occasion s, first the upp er parts of hi s ear s and later what 
remained of them), to be branded as a seditiou s libeller (S. L.) on both ch eeks, to 
pay a fin e of Pounds 5000 and, to top it all, to life imprisonment. 32 Thi s pitiless 
ver dict was based on his judg es' con\·iction th at " th oughe not in expre ss tearmes , 
yet by exam ples and othe r impli cit means [he argued that] for acteing or beinge 
spectatour s of players or maskes it is just to laye violent hands upon kin gs and 
prin ces. [ ... ] It is said, hee had noe ill intencion, noe ill hart e, but that hee maye 
bee ill int erpret ed. That must not be ,,!lowe d him in excuse? for hee should not 
have wr itte n any thinge that v.'ou lJ be ar [th at] constru ccio n, for hee doth not 
accomp anye his bo oke , to mak e hi s inten cion knowne to all that reads it." 11 Thus, 
the rea sons for Prynn e's sentenc e in 1634 alre ady contained th e principl e which 
becam e one o f the key tenets of m odern lit erary the ory: the text cann ot be 
reduced to the auth or's intenti ons or ,,s Wimsatt and Beard sley asserted: "The 
poem belongs to the public." 14 

32 See, for example, J. DoYer Wilson, "The Pu~:tan At tack upon the Stage," in: The Cambridge 
History of English and Amer ic.zn Literature, Part T,rn], eds. A .W. Ward and A.R. Waller (Cambridge: 
UP, 1910), Vo l. VI, pp . 404-+:s. 
33 Quoted in Patterson, p . 135. 
34 "The Intentional Fallacy," in: David Lodge, ed., 20th Century Lit erary Criticism: A Reader 
(Lond on: Longman, 1972), p . 335. 
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However, legal hermeneutics as a general rule does not dismiss the concept of 
intention, although the extent to which it is taken into consideration and the 
method by which it is used vary from case to case and from author to author. The 
US constitutional debate in the 1980s serves as a good example to illustrate the 
complexity of the question. Whereas Attorney General Edwin Meese attempted 
to define and fix the meaning of the American Constitution by reference to the 
intentions of its framers in 1787, Supreme Court Justice William Brennan 
concluded from the records of the ratifiotion that "all that can be gleaned is that 
the Framers themselves did not agree ;1bout the application or meaning of 
particular constitutional provisions, and hid their differences in cloaks of 
generality. [ ... ] [Moreover] It is far from clear whose intention is relevant - that 
of the drafters, the congressional disputants, or the ratifiers in the states. "35 Yet, 
Justice Brennan firmly believed that the Constitution as a text reveals certain 
intentions - to change society for the better - which are not bound to the 
situation of 1787 but can be extended to later developments, such as the abolition 
of slavery. In this way, Justic e Brennan went as far as to claim that capital 
punishment is the greatest instance of the "cruel and unusual punishment to 
which the Eighth Amendment was directed and that opposition to capital 
punishment is consistent with the amendment's 'essential meaning. "'36 

Today, three basic approaches may be distinguished regarding intention, at 
least as far as the Anglo-American legal systems are considered. The first roughly 
corresponds to the principle laid down in Roman law and does not allow for the 
use of extrinsic evidence unless it is to clarify or explain the integrated writing; 
extrinsic evidence is never admissible when it would contradict the writing for the 
basic principle is that intention inheres in the text. As Charles E. Odgers stated, 
the parties "are presumed to have intended to say that which they have indeed 
said, so their words as they stand must be construed."' 7 The second approach 
focuses on the interpreter. The exaggerated form of this school argues against the 
precedence of written texts and regards the legal interpreter as all-important. This 
concept was advocated in the so-called Critical Legal Studies movement (in the 
1970s in the work of Roberto Unger and Duncan Kennedy), and a more moderate 
and applicable form of this concept is represented by Professor Ronald Dworkin. 

35 Quoted in Patterson, p. 136. 
36 Quoted in Patterson, p. 137. 
37 Charles E. Odgers , The Construction of Deeds and Statutes (4th ed.; London: Sweet & Maxwell , 
1956), p. 21. 
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The third school of legal hermeneutics comprises the "original intent" camp 
thinkers who believe (such as Chief Justice John Marshall or Robert Bork) th at 
texts must be understo od in their original sense. 

The question of intention in civil law can be traced to Roman law, which, 
after a number of debat es taking place before the Corpus Juris Civilis was compiled 
in the 6th century, firmly holds - to a large extent relying on the earlier work of 
Servius Sulpicius Rufu s, Celsus and Paulus - that th e subjective intenti on of th e 
person making a legal statement cannot be taken int o consideration if the 
objective content of the statement is clear. In th e event of any ambiguity in the 
text, however, the true content of the statement can only be established on the 
basis of the intent of the person making the statement. 38 

Since the Corpus Juris Civi!is became the ultimate model for the legal system 
of virtually every continental European nati on , it is not surprising th at th e 
Hungarian Civil Code is in line with the above concept. Section 207 of Act IV of 
1959 on the CiYil Code exp licitly defin es how cont racts and legal statements 
should be interpret ed . It reads as follows (in its litera l tr anslation): "(1) In th e 
event of a dispute, a contractu al state ment shall be int erpre ted in such a way as 
the other part y, in view of the pre sum ed int ent of the person making th e 
state ment and the circumstances of the case, must have construed it in accordance 
with the generally accepted meaning of the relevant words." 19 

But how should this cons truction be made? Th e Com mentary on the Civil 
Code explains that 

it is clear that what must be clarified during the int erpretat ion is what the 
othe r party must have meant by the given statement and th is may be specified 
by assessing 

(a) the generally accepted meaning of th e relevant words; 
(b) all the circumstances of the case; 
(c) the presumed intent oi the person making the stateme nt . 

38 See Andras Bcssen:-·,i, R6mai magdn/og !: A r6maz maganjog az eur6pai jogi gondolkoddsban 
(Budapest & Pees: Dial og Campus Kiado, 2:::0), p. 171. 
39 The or iginal Hun garian text of Secti on 207 of the Civil Co de reads th is: "( 1) A szcrzodcs i 
nyilatko za tot vit a esc tcn C,g,· kc ll ertelm czn i. ahogyan azt a masik fd nck a nrilatkoz<', fclteh cto 
akaratara es az eset koriilmenyeire tekintett el a szavak altalanosan elfogadott jelente se szerint erten ie 
kellett " (CompLEX CD ]ogtd.r, ed. Dr. Laszlo Jablonszky [Budapest: KJK KERSZOV, 02/ 1999)). 
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[ ... ] In judicial practice, however, interpretative questions are often solved by 
investigating th e true transactional intent of the parties - that is of each party -
instead of revealing the intent of the person making the statemenr.40 

It is obvious, therefore, that in judicial practice the text of the law is simplified 
since what the Hungarian Civil Code provides for to be considered is not the 
intent of the party making the statement but his intent as interpreted or presumed 
by the other party. It should be conceded, though, that the original text of the law 
is almost impossible to put into day-to-day judicial practice and some 
simplification seems inevitable . At the same time, it is interesting to note that 
while in literary theory the question of intention is generally rejected as an all-too-
easy approach, in judicial practice it is avoided and simplified as an all-too-
complicated matter. 

Ever since Marcel Duchamp's "F ountain" urinal was exhibited in 1917, the 
nature of art has become incr easingly vagt;e, elusive and indefinable. 41 Instead of 
"what is art?" the question has chang ed into "how do we understand it?" Since 
there are no tangible cr iteria to decide " 'hat :m is - apart from, perhaps, tho se 
based on common sense - classifying or distingui shing betwe en different texts has 
become problematic, and, at the same tim e, irrelevant as well. This change in the 
nature of an: has had a tremendous impact on literary interpr etation, too, and, as a 
result, literary theory today can cope with - in fact it can devour - any text. Such 
title s as "The law as literature" (1961) "Law as Literature" (1984) or 
"Constitutional law as fiction: narrative in the rhetoric of authority" (1995) 
illustrate that law can be read and interpret ed as "literature." But can this situation 
be reversed and "literary" text s interpreted in the context of legal hermeneutics? 
Can the spirit of the law be applied to literatur e to see if the passage between 
literary and legal theory is two-directional? Given that philosophy, history, 
sociology and the other "neighbouring sciences" can be used in the interpretation 
of literary works, the question of la"· may not be so odd as it first appears. Section 
207 of the Hungarian Civil Code seem s to be a suitable provi sion to test this issue, 
for at least tw o reasons: it relates to texts which are similar t o works of literature 
in that they inYoh ·e "authorship " (as th ey are "unilateral statements") and the 
texts concerned are am biguous (as the,· ;ire subject to a debate). 

4'.J Sourc e: CompLEX CD )og:,ir. 
41 This date, like any other, is of course arbitr.1n-. Duchamp staned producing hi s ready-m ades in 
1914 ("bottle rack"), but perhaps it is not an ex.1ggeration to say that no work 1s more singularly 
identified with the transformation of an in the twentieth century than his "Fountain." 
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Adapting Secti on 207 of the Hungarian Civil Code to works of literature, we 
reach the following statement: "literary works sho uld be interpreted in such a 
way as the reader, in view •of the presumed intent of the author and the 
circumstances of the creation of the work, mu st have cons trued it in accordanc e 
with the generally accepted meaning of the relevant words." This statement 
contains the "original int ent" or "sensus orig inali s," historic aspect, though in a 
twisted form, viewed from th e then co ntemp orary reader's perspective. In that 
way it bears resemblanc e to canonical criticism, which asserts that the meaning of 
th e Bible derive s from the one- time belie vers, the canoni sin g community, and the 
Bibli cal text can be truly un derstoo d onl y if the interpreter shares th e "sp irit" of 
that community .42 However, if the past ~ense of the stateme nt is chang ed to the 
pr esent tense, the key phrase is "must construe it," w hich does not exp ress an 
imp erative but a logi cal necess it:--, inn,h-ing int erac tion between reader and text, 
and referring to the situati on in which the text is int erpreted in the ideal manner. 
Th erefore, the descr ipt ion is nlid to the :-cader "·ho renders such ideal o r implied 
interp ret::nion and in that way it relates to a reader who can be brought into 
conn ection " 'ith th e "id eal reade r" (Didier Cos te) and the "implied reade r" 
(W'olfgang Iser) . So our hyp oth etical definitio n goes: "a \\'Ork should be 
int erpreted in such a way as th e ideal/ im plied reader, in view of the presum ed 
intent of the auth or and th e circums tanc es of the creation of the work, construes 
it in accordance with th e genera lly accepted meaning of the wo rds." 

This hypothetic al definition is of course not to serve as a "definition" and is 
merely an initial attempt to demonstr.1tc that, despite the important differences 
between the two disciplin es and their respecti\'e sub ,iect-matter, the passage 
between legal and lite rary interpretation is open: lit erary theor y and legal 
hermene utic s ma y venture into the .1re:1 of th e oth er . Thi s is th e point where th e 
o\·erlap between lit erar y th eory and jurisprudence becomes apparent and tangible, 
but also the point where thi s discussio n must end. 

42 See Tib or Fabin y, ·' (; iranyzatok .1 Biblia ertelmezesebe n ," in: Sz6ra btmi az frast: 
lr odalom kntikoi irdnyok l,h,.: i;igei a Biblia ir :dm e'-d.rilm,, ed. Tibor Fabiny , Hc rmeneutikai Fuzetek 3 
(Budapest : He rmen eutik ai Kutat6ki:izpont, 1994), p. 17. 
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"Close, But Not Touching" 

Readings and Misreadings In John Fowles's The Collector 

Ever since its publication, John Fowles's Ihe Collector (1963) has been a great 
commercial success - "an intriguing study in warped sexuality[ ... ] cunningly worked 
suspense" by "an artist of great imaginative power" 1 

- as well as th e object of intensive 
critical activity. It has been interpreted as a psychological thriller,2 an allegorical 
treatment of th e struggle between "the Few" and "the Many," a modern version of the 
Bluebeard legend,3 a Bildungsroman, an existential journe y towards self-discovery,4 
and so on. What I want to look at in this study is the issue of interpretati on as it is 
encoded in th e novel. In TI1e Collector the two protagonists, Frederick Clegg and 
Miranda Grey enter a reciprocal interpretive game in Clegg's secluded house. It is th e 
nature of this intersubjectiYe reading process that I shall try to explore here. In relation 
to this, I shall look at th e ways the reading process is dramatised within the context of 
the novel. What kinds of reading are approved or rejected by th e novel? The most 
important question prop osed by my interpretation is this: is the dichotomy suggested 
by the novel between apparently good/authentic reading (Miranda) and bad/fake 
reading (Clegg) still maintained at the end? Finally, is the two characters' interpretation 
of each other successful - do we have readings or misreadings? 

1 See the cover pages Joh n Fowles's The A risto.< (London: Triad Gr aha n , 1986). 
2 Bo H. T. Eriksson, The "S,mcturing Forces" of Detection . The Cases of C. P. Snow and John Fowles 
{Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksel Int erna tional, 1995), p. 125. 
3 Sherill Gr ace, "Co urting Bluebeard with Bart6k, Atw ood and Fowles: Modern T reatme nt of the 
Bluebeard Theme," Journal of Modem Literature 1112 (1984) 245-262. 
4 Robert Burden , John Fowles, John Hawkes, Claude Simon: Problems of Self and Form in the Post-
Modernist Novel: A Comparative Study (Wurzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann, 1980), p . 152. 
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"CLOSE, BUT NOT TOUCHING" 

1 INTRODUCTION: SCENES OF READING 

A careful reading of the novel reveals that the idea of reading texts, specific acts of 
reading, of books, of newspapers play a crucial role in the work, and that, as we 
shall see later, reading is always somehow in connection, on the one hand, with 
the activity of looking and peeping, and, on the other, with the interpretation of 
the other person. 

Reading is already present in the opening section of the novel, which is 
narrated by Frederick Clegg, the collector of the title, a lower-middle class clerk 
whose hobby is collecting butterflies, and also women. After having won a large 
sum of money on the football pools, he decides to kidnap Miranda Grey, an art 
student, and to imprison her in his newly purchased country house. Within the 
space of the first two pages of the text we encounter three scenes that are related 
to reading. Once he meets Miranda in the library: "I stood right behind her once 
in the queue at the public library down Crossfield Street. She didn't look once at 
me, but I watched the back of her head and her hair in a long pigtail" (5, emphasis 
mine).' Next he sees her on the train: "She sat three seats down and sideways to 
me, and read a book, so I could watch her for thirty-five minutes" (5, emphasis 
mine). This short train scene is crucial with regard to the rest of the novel. It 
suggests that Miranda is exposed to Clegg's watching and becomes vulnerable 
through reading. (Does Clegg perhaps desire the ability of reading that, as we shall 
see later, he definitely lacks?) Finally, he reads a newspaper article about her: 
"Well, then there was the bit in the local paper about the scholarship she'd won 
and how clever she was, and her name as beautiful as herself, Miranda" (6). 

What is common in all three instances is that the idea of reading, watching, 
and Miranda are interconnected in them. This pattern can be discovered in 
further scenes of reading as well. Once he follows her into a coffee-bar: "I sat on a 
stool at the counter where I could watch. [ ... ] Then she was standing right next to 
me. I was pretending to read a newspaper so I couldn't see her get up" (15). Later 
he returns to the same coffee-bar, hoping to see her again, and he spends "nearly 
two hours there pretending to read a book" (24). A basic contrast is suggested in 
all these instances. Jv1iranda seems to be the real, authentic reader, who goes to the 
library, reads on the train, and Clegg appears to be a fake reader, who reads only 
newspapers, or only pretends to read. After incarcerating her, he buys for her, 

5 All parenthesised references to The Collector are to this edition: John Fowles, The Collector 
(London and Sydney: Pan, 1965). 
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among other things, art books, with reproductions of famous paintings, that is, 
pictures that can be looked at as long as one wants to. Elsewhere he also mentions 
books: "one reason I got fed up with Aunt Annie was I started to get interested 
with some of the books you can buy at shops in Soho, books of stark women and 
all that. I could hide the magazines, but there were the books I wanted to buy and 
I couldn't in case she tumbled" (12). Clegg reads books, indeed, but these are 
pornographic ones, not exactly designed for reading, but rather for watching. 
Miranda is not present here, but Clegg's attempt to conceal these pornographic 
books from his aunt is not unlike his desire to conceal, hide and "read" Miranda 
in a secluded place. Thus Miranda becomes transfigured into a pornographic book 
in Clegg's fantasies. Once Miranda writes into her diary: "He reads it [7he Catcher 
in the Rye] only to show me how hard he is trying" (192), not realising that it is 
she who is being read, and that Clegg is really trying hard to interpret her. 

Books also play a crucial role in the second section, which comprises 
Miranda's diary that she is writing during her imprisonment . There are a numb er 
of activities related to reading in thi s section, to o . Miranda spend s her first days in 
the cellar reading, but then this is ,1 r.uh er uneasy activity: "I couldn't do anything 
if he was in the room. I pretended to read, but I couldn't conc entrate" (149). What 
we have here is the reversal of the train-scene: ?vliranda, like Clegg, begins to 
pretend reading. (Of course the cause of her distraction is not desire but fear.) 
Later in the novel, several specific books are read. Fir st and for emost, 
Shakespeare's 7he Tempest, in which some of the characters' names coincide with 
those in the novel: Miranda, Ferdinand (Clegg claims that he is called Ferdinand 
[ 40)) and Cali ban (Miranda's nickname for Clegg), and a part of which is indeed 
cited in Miranda's diary (255). Miranda recommends to Clegg 7he Catcher in the 
Rye, whose protagonist she identifies with him: "You're a H olden Caulfield. He 
doesn't fit anywhere and you don't" (216). Further, Miranda reads Jane Aust en's 
Emma, and identifies herself with its protagonist: "I am Emma Woodhouse . I feel 
for her, of her, and in her" (167). On ce she makes mention of Shaw's Major 
Barbara, and the act of identificati on also takes place: "A year ago I would have 
stuck to the strict m oral point. Lik e Major Barbara" (146). Two emblematic 
novels of the 1950s are also read by Miranda: Room at the Top and Saturday Night 
and Sunday Morning. The protagonist of the latter she violently rejects and 
identifies him with Clegg: "He's mean , narrow, selfish, brutal.[ ... ] he has the hate 
of other things and other people out side his type" (241). Mention is also made of 
the Arabian Nights (223), Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (160) and Dickens's Great 

230 



" CL OS E, BUT NOT TOU C HIN G " 

Expecta tions (194). What is common in all these texts? It is with th e help of th ese 
fict ional works that Miranda tries to interpret, to make sense of the situati on, and, 
what is perh aps m ore important, she identifies Clegg with certain fictional 
character s: Caliban , Holden Caulfield, Mr. Elt on in Em ma (230), Pip and Arthur 
Seaton. Miranda int erpr ets her situation as fiction and tries to read it as a book 
with Clegg and her self as fictional characters in it th at also need to be deciphered. 
Thus, Mirand a interprets the world through reading, which precedes her 
experience, th at is, she attempts to apply certain patt ern s to her experience based 
on her pr evious readings. 

The abundance of specific scenes of reading in th e nove l serves as a set of 
met aphors for reading th e other person and the situati on in which th ey find 
them selves, indicating th at 77Je Collecto;-is also a nove l about reading. Clegg treats 
Mir anda as a porno graphic boo k which he tri es to watch, hid e and int erpret; on 
th e .other hand, Miranda interprets Clegg, th e situ ation, and later hers elf on the 
basis of books, and thereby gets irn·oh·ed in a reading proc ess. Reading becomes 
the met aphor of interpersonal relati onship s and vice versa, inter subject ive 
relationships repres ent certain mod es of reading. 

2 MALE VS FEMALE R EADING 

The novel strongl y suggests a fundam ental dichotomy between th e "go od," 
ener getic, or catalytic female readin g and the "bad," distorted or warped "mal e" 
reading; this dichotomy is supported by Fowles's the ore tical wri tin gs, m ost 
notably The A rzstos, in which he outline s this binary structure. 

In the term s provided by The A ristos, the apparent opp osition of Clegg and 
Mir anda coul d be expl ained along thr ee dicho tom ies: anal ysis vs. synthesis; 
det ermin ation ,·s. hazard; and stasis vs. kin esis. Clegg is a quasi-scientist, he 
coll ects butte rfl ies, similarly to th e rest of Fow lcs's male collectors, lik e Charle s 
Smithson in 77Je French Lieu tenant' s Woman, who coll ects fossils. Thus he is 
closely linked to external reality, which he analyses, divides up, therefor e cann ot 
achi e,·e "w hol e sight." Being a woman and a creator, Mirand a has the chance to 
reach "whole sight, " synthesi s, as opp osed to Clegg's analytic mind . Contrary to 
Clegg's artifici al activities , such as photo graph y, whi ch can be seen as inauthentic, 
mere reproduction, she paint s picture s, ~vhich is by definition an authentic, 
cre ative activity. Cl egg embodi es determin ;nion and auth or ity as well. He gives no 
chance to "chance," to hazard, as he puts it, "just one mi stake and yo u lose 
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everything" (100). In turn, Miranda often relies on the aleatory, on play and 
hazard. She is unpredictable, whimsical, playful: "She walked away but suddenly 
she snatched a cushion off the chair, turn ed and kicked straight at me [ ... ] almost 
at once she pulled the jug thing off the mantelpiece and threw it at me [ ... ]" (80). 
"Another day, it was downstairs, she just screamed. For no reason at all [ ... ] 
What's up, I said. 'I just felt like a good scream,' she said" (72). Thirdly, Clegg's 
personality is helplessly passive and static. In the novel there is a hope that 
Miranda, embodying kinesis will manag e to put an end to his passivity and "set 
him in m otion" by filling in the gaps in Clegg, by revitalising him. Miranda, 
however, does not manage to get a unifi ed image of him , as we shall see later: 
Clegg resists her reading. 

In what follows I want to show how the carefully-built gender-based 
metaphysical polarity, which gives pr eference to Miranda's reading can be 
questioned, how the hierarchies of reading slowly break down and finally how 
both characters turn out to be inadequate readers of each other. In the following 
section of the essay I shall briefly present tw o of Cle gg's reading mod es, which 
posit him as a definitely inadequate reader of tv1iranda. On e of the se m odes is in 
connection with the isolated setting in which the novel tak es place, and, in 
relation to thi s, with the psychoanalytic concept of anality, which constitutes a 
crucial aspect both of the not ion of isolation and of the reading process itself. Th e 
other mode is related to Clegg's voyeuristic perversion, which prevents him from 
reading i1irand a properly and which will also serve as a sadistic instrument with 
which he keeps her in captivity. 

2.1 "Ha..:ing H er Was Enough": R eadin g as Collecting; the Anal Asp ect of Reading 

Barthes writes: 

[I]t is certain th at there is an eroticism of reading[ ... ]. By shutting him self up to 
read, by making reading into an absolurely separated, clandestine state in which 
the whole world is aboli shed, th e reader is identified with two other human 
subjects [ ... ]: th e amorous subject and the mystic subject [ ... ]. Yet something 
more enigmatic is pr esent ed for us to read, to interpret in the Proustian episode: 
reading - the delight of reading - has some relation with anality; one and the 
same metonymy connects reading, excrement and - as we have seen - money .6 

6 Roland Barthes, "On Reading ," The Ru stle of Lan guage, ed. Fran cois Wahl; tran sl. Richard 
Howard (Berkele y and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1989), pp . 38-39. 
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As we can see, he draws a strong parallel between the sense of isolation and the 
process of reading, in which the linking concept is anality. This is justified by the 
Freudian theory concerning pregenital sexual organisati ons. The conjunction of 
the idea of isolation with th e reading process can be traced back to primitive 
fantasies originating in childhood. The Collector suggests that Clegg's ego-
development has been arrested at an infantile stage and so he is apt only to read in 
a "perverse" way. There are at least five factors that give justification for Clegg 
being an "anal" reader: (1) th e place of reading (2) Clegg' s hobby of collecting (3) 
his self-control and sense of precise timin g (4) his orderliness, and (5) his money-
complex. 

In The Dynamics of Li terary R espo nse,7 Norman N. H olland suggests that 
every literary work is informed by core fantasi es. Follo wing Freud, he classifies 
fantasies as oral, anal , urethral, phall ic. oedipal and genit al on es. He assum es that 
th ere exists a characteristic "anal " ,,•riting, of wh ich the mo st common 
ch aracteri stic features are ima ges of dirt, smell and disgust. ' Th e place of reading, 
th e house in the country, has obvious connotations of anality. The reader will 
recall that the cellar Clegg confines Miranda into is wet and dark. "It was cold out 
of the sun, damp, nast y" (18); "Thi s cry pt -roo m is so stuffy, th e walls squeeze in" 
(126); "H ate ful primitive wash-stand and place" (128). It is not difficult to associate 
th ese descriptions with Holland's anal ima ges. 

Clegg's reading strategy can also be seen as fundam entall y anal. Anal fantasies 
stem from a cert ain ph ase of ego-develo pm ent, at abo ut one year of age, wh en the 
child en count ers tw o confli ctin g pleasur es: th e elimination and retention of 
excr ement . Mor eove r, the chil d tend s to regard this mat erial as a sort of tr easure 
and excretio n as the giving up oi this trea sure. 9 Freud and H olland associate th e 

7 ~Or man :\. H olland, The Dynamics of lir e,·,n y Response (New York: Columbia Universit y Press, 
1968). 
8 H olland , p. 42. 
9 "Children who a~e making use of the susceptibility to crotoge nic stimulation of the anal zone 
bet ray th emselves b:, holding back their stool till its accumulation brings about violent muscular 
contractions and , as it passes through th e anus, is able to produce powerful stimulation of the 
mu cous membrane . In so doing it must no doubt cause not only painful but also highly plea surable 
sensations. [ ... ] But they have oth er import ant meanin gs for the infant. Th ey are clearly tre ated as 
part of th e infant' s own body and repre sent his first 'gift ': by producing them he can expre ss his 
active compliance with hi s env ironment and, by withho ldin g them, hi s disob edience. From the 'gift' 
th ey later come to acquire the meaning of 'baby' - for babies, according to one of the sexual theories 
of children , are acquired and born throu gh the bow els" (Sigmund Freud , "Three Essays on the 
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activities of keeping and collecting things with this period. Clegg applies reading 
strategies that are similar to typical anal activities: collecting and treasuring. By 
collecting butterflies, and, eventually, Miranda, he exhibits the same stage of ego-
development to which Freud and Holland refer. He obviously regards Miranda as 
his treasure whom/which he is not willing to set free, as it were, eliminate, and 
thus his reading of her can be regarded a collecting activity. 

Another anal activity is also crucial with Clegg, namely, self-control. It is at 
the age of about one year that a child learns to control and master his own 
impulses. The reader will recall that extreme self-control is a key word with 
Clegg . In the beginning he mentions that he "was never once punished at school" 
(10). He also refers to this principle of his when it comes to the prospect of an 
affair with Miranda: "I always understood ( ... ] that a gentleman always controls 
himself to the right moment [ ... ]" (108). All this can be linked to Holland's 
notion of self-discipline, impatience, procrastination and precise timing (41). 
Naturally, not only self-control, but also control over other things or people, 
namely, Miranda, plays an important part here. 

Finally, Clegg is characterised by excessive orderliness, which is a result of 
the sublimation of anal erotism. i: Hi s mind is also obsessed by the idea of 
cleanliness and hygiene, which he also projects to Miranda: "She was always clean, 
too. [ ... J She hated dirt as much as I do , although she used to laugh at me about 
it" (60). He performs little rituals that can be seen as symptoms of neurosis: when 
he buys a necklace for :\1iranda, he washes it: "When I got home I washed the 
necklace (I didn 't like to think of it touching that other woman's (the 
saleswoman's] skin) and hid it so that I could get it out at the correct time" (86; 
precise timing is also present here). 

As a result of their parsimony, anal erotics often have money-complex. In 
their minds, "money is brought int o th e most intimate relationship with dirt," 
and unconsciously, with faeces; thus, interestingly, the most pre cious thing is 
brought into correlation with the mo st worthless one. 11 They are often unwilling 
to empty their bo,vels, as they often refuse to empty th eir purse. Clegg is also 
reluctant to let his most valuable object, :tviiranda, free, as if she was some "refuse" 

Theory of Sexuality," The Pelican Freud Library, ed. Angela Richards [Reading: Cox & Wyman, 
1977), Vol. 7,p.103). 
10 Sigmund Freud, "Character and Anal Erotism ," The Pelican Freud Library, ed. Angela Richard s 
(Reading: Cox & Wyman, 1977), Vol. 7, p. 211. 
11 Freud, "Character," p. 214. 
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to be kept inside. 12 By confining Miranda in that wet, dark cellar, motivated by 
his anal fantasies, he wants to provide an ideal place for "reading" his beloved. In 
this sense Clegg is an anal reader, which means that instead of interpreting and 
understanding the object read, he is content with possessing, collecting, 
controlling, arranging and systematising it with extreme precision. 

2.2 "I could sit there atl night watching her": Voyeurism, Photography, Reading 

The second mode of Clegg's reading can be described as voyeuristic. A certain 
element of voyeurism can be discovered in every act of reading, and Ihe Collector 
partly dramatises this aspect, but it ,1lso dramatises the perverse mode of 
(mis)reading that is taken to the extreme by Clegg. H e, on the one hand, take s a 
passive role, wishing to enjoy the text/ per formance without having to act on the 
literary work, but at the same time he do es violence to Miranda by revealing the 
hidden brutal aspects of his peculiar hobby, photography. Reading Miranda with 
this technique, he confines, freezes her, she becomes motionless, inanimate; in 
other words, Clegg kills his text. 

It was noted in the introduction th at the idea of reading and watching are 
interconnected in the novel. The first sentence already refers to the activity of 
watching: "\v'hen she was home from her boarding school I used to see her almost 
every day sometimes [ ... ]" (5). Th e excessive visuality of Clegg, of which the most 
explicit metaphor is the fact that he is an amateur photographer, will prevent him 
from proper reading and will make him a pornographic - and photographic - reader. 

The connection between voveurism and reading has been pointed out by 
many critics. One key premise of some psychoanalytic theori es is that the writer, 
presenting his own fantasies, allo"l'-·s us to enjoy our daydreams without self-
reproach or shame,n to "peer with impunity." 14 This instinct is activated through 
the reading process or watching a performa nce. Clegg wants to place himself in 
the role of the audience, and wants to watch Miranda's "performance," thereby 
also setting such primal scene fantasies in motion. When Miranda asks him to 

12 We should not forget that the money "·h ich enabl es Clegg to buy the house in which he keeps 
Miranda was won on the pools, so it is also a kind of treasure. 
13 Sigmund Freud, "Creative Writers and Davdreaming," The Pelican Freud Libr ary. Vol. 14, ed. 
Angela Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 141. See also: Peter Brooks, "The Idea of 
Psychoanalytic Criticism," Discourse in Psychoanalysis and Literature, ed. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan 
(London: Routledge, 1987), p . 6. 
14 Holland, p. 172. 
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"amuse" her, "do something," he cann ot perform anything (79). He plays the role 
of the audience, and in this instance his expec tations concerning the enjoyment of 
the "literary work" are frustrated. Accord ing to Holland, when we take a boo k in 
our hands, we expect two things: that the book is going to give us pleasur e15 and 
that we will not have to take our share act ively while reading, that is, we will not 
hav e to perform anything, act on the lit erary work: "in the literary situation [ ... ] 
we know no explosion will occur, for we know we are not going to act." 16 Clegg 
is frustrated because he realises he will have to act on the literary work he reads or 
th e performance he watches. From th e first moment, he would be willing only to 
watch Miranda, without having to do anything, considering her as an inanimate 
statue, picture or literary work. In _ ot her words, he is not willing to enter a 
dialogical pro cess of reading, is not willing to risk him self. Therefore, Clegg can 
only fulfil his role as audience when Miranda cannot communicate with him: 
when he watches her from the windo w (5), when he watches his photos of her, 
when she is intoxic ated, and finally, when she is dead. It is only then that he can 
"enj oy his daydreams" "with out self-reproach or sham e." "Th ey [the photos] 
didn't talk back at me" (11S), he summ ,1rises th e essence of this pleasure . 

Although the not ion of Yoyeuri sm presupposes passi\·ity, its hidden sadistic 
quality is re\ ·ealed by the metaphor of photography. It is useful to quot e Susan 
Sontag here: '"[. .. J having a camera has transformed one person into something 
active, a voyeur: only he has maste red the situation." 17 Clegg uses phot ogra phy 
both to occupy the ro le of the passive gazer who can wa tch people unpunished, 
and to compensate for his sexual ineptitud e by being an active participant. That is, 
he substitutes gazing and peeping for making love. It becomes a per version, 
because "inst ead of being preparatory of normal sexual aim, it suppl ants it. " 18 "[I]n 
scopophilia and exhibitionism the eye correspo nds to an erotogenic zone." 19 The 
sadistic aspect of voye urism is obvious in the episode when Clegg ties up the sick 
Miranda and forces her to pose in front of his camera (121-122) . Photogr aphing 
the oth er perso n bec ome s a punishm ent, a faint echo of the primal scen e when 
th e male "punishes" the escaping female and does violen ce to he r.2~ 

15 H ollan d, p. 74. 
16 H olland, p . 82. 
17 Susan Sontag, On Photogrnphy (New York: Farrar . Straus and Giroux, 1977), p. 10. 
18 Freud, "Thr ee Essays," p. 70. 
19Freud, "Thr ee Essays," p. 84. 
2C This is what Sontag writes about a film: "Th ere is a much strong er sexu al fantasy in Michael 
Po we ll 's extr aordi nary movie Peeping Tom (1960), which is not about a Peeping Tom but about a 
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A photo kills the person bein g photogr aphed in asmuch as it freezes him or 
her, confining him or her within the limit s of the picture, just as Clegg 
incarcerates Miranda in his hou se. "Wh en we define th e Photograph as a 
motionle ss image, this do es not mean onl y that th e figures it represents do not 
move; it means that they do not emerge, do not leave : the y are anesthetized and 
fastened down, like butterflies." 21 Being ph otograph ed, Miranda becomes a dead, 
inanimat e butterfly in Clegg's collection. He can on ly read Miranda when she is 
tied, silent, and inanimate. The immobility of the other , in other wo rds , the 
possession of her , that h as already been discussed in the previ ous chapt er, becomes 
the prec ondition of Clegg 's readin g. 

Cle gg's other mode of reading is perhaps best describ ed by the adjective 
"voyeuristic." H e activates both sides of a voyeur istic perv ersion, th at is, on the 
one hand he is content with a passive positi on of an onlooker who seeks to gain 
satisfacti on by mere wat ching and thus setting his fantasies in motion. Curiously, 
the pol ar oppo site of ,·oye uri sm is represented as one of Clegg's reading modes as 
well, which is using a camera as a ,Yeapon and as a means of comp ensating for 
one 's sexual inaptitude by satisfying one's sadistic dri,·es. The camera and 
phot ographing becomes metaphor s of Clegg's keeping Mir:rnda in capti vity, and 
consigning a freezing and immobile statu s to her, and also of Clegg him self 
(concei ved as a camera, a machin e) capable only of mechani stic, word -by-word 
. . 
interpret ation. 

psychopath who kill s women wi th a weapon conc ealed in hi s came ra, whil e photo graphing th em . 
No t once does he touch his subjects . He doesn't desire their bodies; he wants their presence in the 
form of filmed images - th ose show ing th em experiencing their ow n death - which he screens at 
home for his solitar, plea sur e. The movi e assume s conne ctio ns betwe en impo tence and aggression, 
professionalized looking and cruelty, whi ch point to the central fantasy connec ted with the cam era . 
The camera as phallu s is, :it most, a flimsy vanant of the inescapable metaphor that everyone 
un selfcon sciously emp loys. However hazy our awa reness of this fantasy, it is named without 
subtlety whe never we talk about 'loading' and 'aimin g' a cam era, about 'shoo ting' a film" (Sont ag, 
pp. 13-14 ). 
21 Roland Barthes, Camera L11cida: R eflections on Photography, transl. Richard How ard (New York: 
Hill and Wang, 198 1), p. 57. 
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3 "CLOSE , BUT NOT TOUCHING": MUTUAL MISREADINGS 

From the first pages of the novel, a stabl e dichotomy is suggested between Clegg's 
and Miranda's reading strategies. Miranda appears to be the authentic reader, who 
reads "real books" (157), and is able to perform the act of interpretation, whereas 
Clegg seems to be the fake, anal, voyeuristic, perverse reader who, in general, 
only pretends to read. Thus, a clear-cut opposition seems to be drawn between 
men and women as readers, evidently approving female readings. In the rest of 
this paper I want to show how both characters read the other in an inappropriate 
way, and thus to suggest that the obvious dichotomy suggested by the novel 
becomes highly questionable by the end . Ther e are three factors on which I base 
my argument, namely (1) the sense of theatricality in the novel, which slowly 
transforms the characters into particip ants of a meta-play in which they are both 
actors and spectators, and thus renders the reading process highly unstabl e; (2) the 
hidden similarities that can be discovered between the non-present character of 
novel, "G.P .," who is supposed to be the "m aster- reader ," and the apparentl y 
"worst" read er, Clegg; and finally (3) an allegorising reading mode that is practis ed 
both by Clegg and ~1iranda, and which is the ultimate step towards th e mutual 
misinterpretation of the other. 

3. I "You are only pret endi ng": 1heatricality, Pretence, the Instability of Reading 

"I am no good as a mimic, unlike quite a number of well-known writers. Perhaps 
that's what makes me feel dialogu e, th e playwright's skill , so imp orta nt," John 
Fowles declared in a 1995 interview to Di;rnne Vipond. 22 Indeed, in The Collector 
dialogues play a significant ro le, \\·hich lends th e nove l a certain air of 
theatricality, as if it was performed on a stage. But apart from this superficial 
resemblance, there are other facto rs th at mak e thi s text resemble a play rath er 
than a novel. 

One key characteristic of 1he Collector is that pr etenc e and lying pervade the 
whole of the text . In fact the entire story is built upon one pretence: Clegg acts as 
if Miranda were staying in the house voluntarily and cherishes this illusion until 
the very end of the novel. The absur dity of th e situation stems from the 
intermingling of reality and pretence . Finally th e misinterpretation of th ese 
qualities results in tragedy. 

22 Dianne Vipond, "An Unholy Inquisition," Twent ieth-Century Literature 42 (1996) 12-28, p. 15. 
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The theatricality of The Collector is rooted in the compulsion that both 
characters have to pret end, which makes the proce ss of reading extrem ely 
difficult for both of them. Miranda is bound to act scenes out, to lie, in order to 
surv ive. Clegg first pretend s while he spies on Miranda, then lies lest his crime 
be exposed. He tells Mirand a, for instance, th at he was hired to kidnap her , 
th en he lies that he posted Miranda's letter. Miranda is motivated only by one 
aim: she wants to escape, so she subordinates nearl y all of her acts to this sole 
ne ed. She pretends to be ill, she pretend s to need a lot of things from th e town 
to make Clegg spend a lot of time away so that she could tr y to escape . So, 
ultimately, for both of th em acting is of existential significance. The idea of 
acting becomes attached to Miranda in Clegg's mind to such an extent that on 
one occasion he dreams that when the police comes, h e has to kill her and when 
he takes the cushion away "she was lying ther e laughing, she'd only pretended 
to die" (84). When they go up stairs they pretend to have dinner together as wife 
and husband. \'\?hen Clegg presents Miranda with a ring, because he wants to 
marry her, \1iranda answers: ''I' ll pretend th ey're mine" (89). Thus, lik e 
Nicholas in The Magus, they become part of a performance within the walls of 
C legg's house, which does not have any spectat ors in the traditional sense: they 
are the actors and the audience at the same time . As Co nchis explains the 
essence of his own meta-theatre in The Magus: "One in which the conv enti onal 
separation between actors and audience was abolished." 23 This performanc e in 
which both of them are inv olved somehow beco mes the ultimate reality/tru th 
for Clegg and Miranda. Both of them seem to be vaguely aware of this peculi ar 
situation. Miranda often put s down her dialogues with Clegg in her diary, in 
which he calls Clegg Ca lib an , as if these conversat ions we re scenes in a play. 
Once she remarks: "I felt unr eal, as if it was a pl ay and I couldn't remember 
who I was in it" (158) . 

In rum, Clegg (thinks that he) is well aware of the fact that Miranda 
pr etends. He often claims that he "sees through her tricks," and contempl ates 
what she might be up to. This ignorance of what is app arent and "seeing through 
the trick" become fatal for both of them. One key episode in this respect is the 
seduction scene, when Mir anda, in order to escape, t ries to get Clegg to make love 
to her. 

23 Alison Lee, Realism and Po'l:.Jer: Postmodern British Fiction (New York: Routledge, 1990), p . 90. 
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'Don't be so stiff,' she said. 
I was like stunned . It was the last thing. [ ... ] 
'What's up?' I said. 
'You're so unrelaxed. Ju st relax. There's nothing to worry about.' Well, I 

tried, she lay still, but I knew there was something wrong in the situation. [ ... ] 
'Isn't that nice?' 
Of course I had to say, yes it was. I didn't know what her real game was, it 

made me nervous , quite apart fro m me being very nervous anyhow about 
kissing and all the oth er busine ss. [ ... ] 

'Come on.' Very coax mg, she was. 
I said, it's not right. You're only p1-etending. [ ... ] 
T hen she did someth ing really shocki ng. 
I could hardly believ e my eyes, she stood back a step and unfastened her 

hou seco at and she had nothin g on beneath. She was stark. I didn't give no 
more than a quick look, she just stood there smiling and waiting, you could 
feel it, for me to mak e a move. [ ... ] It was terrible, it made me feel sick and 
tremb ling , I w ished I was on the other side of the world. It was worse than 
w ith a prostitute; I didn 't respect her, but with Mirand a I knew I couldn't 
stand the shame . [ ... ] 

She stood up . 'You mu st realize that I \ e s,1crificed ::ill my principles tonight. 
Oh, yes , to escape. I was thinking of dut . But I do want to help you . [ ... ] To 
try to show you that sex - sex is just .rn acti \·ir::·, like anything else. It's not 
diny, it's just two people pb;:ing \\·irh each other's bodies. Like dancing. Like a 
game .' [ ... ] I saw her game, of course . She was very artful at wrap ping up what 
she meant in a lot of words. (106-111, my emphases) 

Clegg always suspects som ethin g behind Miranda' s acts, supposes that there 
is some ot her intention behind the surfa ce. But ther e is n ot, th ere cannot be, 
because Miranda does not pret end on her ow n accord: she can do nothin g but act . 
Th e surface-depth dichotomy becomes questioned, which renders reading very 
unst able. Clegg's interpretive t echnique - always looking for the depth, the 
hidden, a sort of over-interpretation, always suspecting some thing - becom es 
fatally wrong when ~vliran da falls really ill, but Cle gg interprets it as: "You could 
see it was a big act ... " (p. 119); '"It's not a cold.' She really shouted at me . .- Of 
course it's a cold, I said. And stop act ing. I know your game " (121). 

We can see that th e peculiar sense of theatricalit y an d pretence subvert s the 
co n vent iona l methods of reading and makes the charac t ers extremely suspicious 
of eac h ot her, thereby depriving them of th e very possib ilit y of adequate 
readi n g. 
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3.2 "People Like You": Social Allegorisation 

The metaphor of theatre and the theatrical aspect of misreading in The Collector, 
as in Fowles's other works, can be treated from a sociological point of view as 
well. Fowles's characters carry "an obligation to discern a basis for personal 
authenticity. For each of them, the world is a theatre in which his role must be 
finally substantiated[ ... )." 24 Their roles are determined by the unconscious (homo 
psychologicus) on the one hand and by society (homo soci ologicus) on the other. 
This is what we can see in The Collector: the two character s, motivated partly by 
their socially, partly by their psy chologic ally imprinted role-playing tech niques 
and interpretive mechanism act out certain scenes on the stage of the hou se. The 
image the reader can have of Clegg is that of the lower-middle class average man, 
hating the "Few," the arts, the "posh" place s, tormented by inferiority-complex. 
Miranda is the embodiment of the artistic, open -minded , vigorous and erudite 
typ e, rejecting all forms of consen-atism (::et, e\·identl y enjoyi ng the benefits of 
this stat us-quo). The se two classes of society seem to be comp letely isolated from 
each other, and if the story of 17Je Collector had given the promi se of a 
reconciliation or at least an understanding between these tn·o classes, by the end 
of the novel it is obvious that no possibilit y of normal co mmunicati on and 
reading is possible between Clegg and Miranda, i .e., between the "Many" and the 
"Fe,, ... " 

Both Mirand a and Clegg are presern in the novel as representatives of their 
class, and they also read the other primarily as members of their respective social 
group (Clegg reads 1\tiiranda from the point of view of lower classes, always 
keeping in mind that she bel ongs to the upper class, and vice versa.) Both Clegg 
and Miranda, as creations of th eir ow n social class, arc moulded and formed by 
the way of thinking and social habits of their environment. However strongly 
they want to break free from them, they do not let them be autonomous selves. 
'"Th e self or subject comes to appear more as a construct: the result of a system of 
conventions. "' 2

' 

Clegg is brutally imprisoned in his pr econce ptions and social prejudices. For 
instanc e, when he wants to pay by cheque in a shop, "the woman wouldn't take it 
at first but I got her to ring my bank and she changed her tune very quick. If I had 

24Malcolm Bradbur y , "The Novelist as lmpressario: John Fowles and His Magus," Possibilities. 
Essays on the State of the Novel (Oxford': Oxford Univ ersity Press, 1973), p. 261. 
25 Burden, p. 22. 
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spoken in a la-di-da voice and said I was Lord Muck or something, I bet[ ... ]" (86). 
"[To Miranda] You only got to walk into the room, people like you, and you can 
talk with anyone, you understand things[ ... ]" (198, emphasis mine). According to 
him, The Catcher in the Rye is "not realistic. Going to posh school and his parents 
having money. He wouldn't behave like that. In my opinion" (216). Clegg is 
unable to get rid of his socially imprinted reflex-mechanisms; and in this sense he 
is also a prisoner, 26 moreover, he also imprisons, suffocates, and, as it were kills, 
Miranda by his way of thinking. This attitude is also a kind of reading, based on 
previous "reading" experiences, which are frozen into mere reading conventions, 
as Clegg is also a construction of a system of conventions. Clegg, however, despite 
his loathing of the upper classes, wants to conform: before kidnapping Miranda, 
he begins to read "classy newspapers" and goes to the National Gallery and the 
Tate Gallery so that he "wouldn't seem ignorant" for Miranda (17). (And 
probably to seem like an adult person, in spite of the fact that his development 
has been arrested on an infantile level.) Throughout the novel he tries to express 
himself properly, but he knows he cannot speak correct English. This 
intermingling of loathing and desire to con form results in a schizophrenic state in 
him. 27 He wants to seem "acceptable," but at the same time he wants Miranda to 
know him as he is. 

This schizo phrenic state is also characteristic of Miranda. She treats Clegg as 
someone who desperately needs help, like the sick children she helps in her real 
life. At the same time she looks down on him, on his "Calibanity," as she also 
looks down on "the f\lany." She seems to accept G.P.'s "prescriptions" regarding 
art, in which he suggests that "you have to be Left politically, becau se the 
Socialists are the only people wh o care, for all their mist akes" and that one has to 
throw away his/her social class, "because class is primitin and silly" (153-154). 
That is precisely, however, what she cannot do: "I can't stand stupid people like 
Cali ban [=Clegg], with their great dead weight of pettiness and selfishness and 
meanness of every kind. And th e few have to carry it all. The doctors and the 
teachers and the artists[ ... ]. Because I'm one of them, " she writes (217). In reading 
Clegg, she begins to mirror his reading techniques and eventually applies th ose 
strategies of which she is going to be a victim. 

Within the enclosed space of the house, both of them play roles and wear 
masks. The technique of both of them is allegorisation as a mode of reading, 

26 Burden, p. 35. 
27 Eriksson, p. 133. 

242 



"CL OSE , B UT NOT T OUC HIN G " 

interpreting the other as a representative of something else, in this case, of his/her 
class. In this respect, the seduction scene is of central importance. On the one 
hand, one way of tearing down the mask would have been a "risk-filled sexual 
adventure," "an affaire" (as in The French Lieutenant's Woman), as Burden 
suggests, 28 when both of them could have got rid of the pressures of role-playing. 
On the other, that was a moment when the dichotomy of deep and surface 
structure could have been abolished, as during that scene nothing covered, 
nothing veiled the depth, or, more preci sely, ther e was nothing but surface for 
them to interpret. The possibility of the abolishment of surfa ce-depth distinction 
was offered, but they could not realise thi s. Seduction for both of them remained 
a performance . 

3.3 Psychological-psychoanalytical al!cgorisation and the breakdown of hierarchies 

Another vers ion o f allegorisation as misreading is pre sent in the no vel, which is 
in conn ection with psychology and psy ch oanalysis , and is yet another fact or 
that serves to sub\·ert the clear-cut dichotomy set up betw een the two kinds of 
reading. Both Clegg and Mir anda attempt to interpr et each other by 
ste reotyping him or her. 

Clegg goes through roughly three maj or phases in interpreting Miranda. He 
trie s to understand Mirand a on the basis of three stereotyp es of women: th e 
"virgin," the "whore" and the "mother '' - that is, his int erpretation is always 
mechanical. Before the seduction scene, he tends to imagine her as a virgin. 29 Ideas 
of chastity, purity and innocence are associated in Clegg's mind with Miranda. 
She ha s to be respected so much that Clegg, for instance, is not willing to tell dirty 
jokes in front of her (80). She becomes almost like a deity for him, who must not 
be touched, as if she was under a sort of tab oo. It will be recalled that Clegg, if he 
can m anage, does not like to touch Miranda, preferring only to watch her. "We 
sat on th e bed[ ... ] close, but not to uching" (71). Th e most powe rful expression of 
this distance-keeping is photography. "The sense of the unattainable that can be 
evoked by pho tograp hs feeds dir ectly int o the erotic feelings of those for wh om 
desirability is enhanced by distance." 10 H e only touches her when he does 
violence to her, when she wants to escape and he has to intoxicate her. Even in 

28 Burd en, p. 31. 
29 See also Perry Nedelman. "John Fowl es' Variations in The Collector," Conte mpor ary Literatu re 
28.3 (1987) 332-346, p . 339. 
30 Sontag, p. 16. 
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the seduction scene, when both of them are naked, and therefore, nothing is 
hidden, Miranda says: "We can't be farther apart" (171). 

After the seduction scene, Clegg, deprived of the idea of the innocent virgin, 
interprets Miranda as a prostitute. He cannot respect her anymore, he thinks that 
"she was like all women, she had a one-track mind" (113). In other words, 
Miranda offers a kind of relationship, but Clegg is not willing to enter it, because 
he would have had to risk himself in the reading process (and probably this kind 
of relationship was discarded by him in fear of symbolic incest). He misinterprets 
the only instance when he could have known her as a real, flesh-and-blood 
person, and falls into the trap of anoth er stereotype. He feels that "she had made 
herself like any other woman" (114, as for Clegg every woman is a prostitute). His 
reading strategy remains at the level of stereotypes, cliches, like his use of 
language, his whole behaviour is devoid of any sign of originality. 

As it has been pointed out before, Miranda represents a mother-figure for 
Clegg, too. The most favourable situation he imagines for themselves is when 
they "would be sleeping side by side with the wind and rain outside or 
something" (111), which is not altogether unlike a child sleeping beside his 
mother. It has to be remember ed that Clegg's mother, soon after the death of his 
husband, went off with a foreigner; Clegg's cousin told him that "she was a 
woman of the streets" (7). If Clegg wants to rediscover her uncorrupted (idealised) 
mother in ~liranda, it is only possible till the seduction, after which Clegg 
identifies i1iranda with her real mother. 

· One common feature of all these interpretations is that they ignore Miranda 
as a real, flesh and blood person and tr eat her merely as an idea.31 Thus Miranda 
for Clegg is dead, non-existent (untou chable, for instance), which will culminate 
in Miranda's actual death, when she becomes biologically non-existent. That is, 
interestingly, for Clegg, who, as it ,,·as shown above , is only capable of literal , 
word-by-word understanding, Mirand~l is an exception: he can read her only in an 
abstract way. 

So far a clear dichotomy has been suggested by the novel between Clegg as 
male reader and 11iranda as a female reader. The introduction of G.P. as a non-
present character seems to serve to both challenge and to reaffirm this opposition. 
Thus a hierarchy is extended into a tripartite structure between Clegg - (the worst 
reader) - Miranda (the disciple) and G.P. (the "master-reader") . Compared to 
G.P ., Miranda is still a student, while here it is she who teaches Clegg. In the 

31 See Nodelman, p. 333. 
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opinion of G.P., Miranda does not articulate her own personality in her pictures, 
she tends to plagiarise: "You're saying something here about Nicholson or 
Pasmore. Not about yourself. You're using a camera. Just as trompe-l'oeil is mis-
channelled photography, so is painting in someone else's style. You'r e 
photographing here. That's all," G.P. tells her (170). So, while, compared to 
Clegg, Miranda seems to be definitely authentic, she is merely "photographing" as 
compared to G .P . It is suggested that she is on the right track to achieve "whole 
sight," which G .P., being a mature artist, has already achieved. This seems to be 
proved by the "list of the ways in which he has altered" Miranda (153), among 
which the first principle is that "if you are a real artist you give your whole being 
to art" (153, emphasis mine). 

However, this clear hierarchy slowly breaks down, as certain hidden 
similarities can be discovered between Clegg and G.P. When Miranda is once at 
G.P.'s place, he suddenly cuts her short, and takes her round the room to make 
her "look at his things" (i.e., his paintings), at his collection of paintings, just as 
Clegg showed iv1iranda his butterflies (p. 163). Intere stingly, like Clegg, G.P. is 
not willing touch Miranda either. "He didn't ever force me in any way. Touch 
m e. I mean, he's respected me in a queer way" (p. 192). He likens her to Uccello's 
painting, The Hunt, whose secret has not been solved, either. "Now, I see you 
have the great inner secret, too," he says (185). He, on the one hand, does 
some thing similar as Clegg in trying to interpret Miranda: he attempts to discover 
something essential, some hidden, deep meaning in her, considering Miranda as a 
"mys tery," a "secret ." He, on the other hand, performs a misreading similar to 
Miranda's: it is only that instead of books he tries to interpret the world and 
Miranda through paintings, that is, he always puts somethi ng between his 
experience and his interpretati on . Nodel man claims that while Miranda wanted 
love without sex from G.P., he "-·anted sex without love from her. 32 This is not 
entirely true, for it is G.P. who sends Miranda away, because he respects her too 
much, for he knows that he, as a womaniser, would only corrupt Miranda if they 
had a sexual relation ship. He aspires to the same kind of spiritual love as Clegg 
does. This can be read in a subversiYe way: is G .P. not so perfect, after all? With 
this the notion of "whole sight" is also questioned, and it may become an absolute 
entity, which can be approximated, but never reached . One thing is certain: both 
Clegg and G.P. see a virgin in Miranda, but for different reasons. G. P. is not 

32Nod elman , p. 341. 

245 



TAMAS TUKA C S 

willing to have an "affaire" with Miranda, and Clegg is not able to . Thus Clegg 
becomes a grotesque parody of G. P .'s mi sreading, revealing its hidden aspect s. 

Like Clegg, G.P. also tends to glimpse the pro stitute-side of women: "Just 
that Botticelli moment of th e first tim e of her taking her clothes off. Soon 
shrivels. The old Eve tak es over. Th e strumpet" (186). He is similarly unable to 
bre ak free from the allegorisation and stereotypical categorisation of women. He 
also thinks in allegories (of women), trying to slot Miranda into one of his 
stereotypes. Thus , his status as a "ma ster-reader" is questioned, and the hierarchy 
of readers suggested by the novel - Clegg, th e worst reader, Miranda, and G.P., 
the master-reader - is also subv erted, and thus the seemingly clear opposition 
between Clegg and Mi randa is also int erro gated. 

The readings that Miranda appli es to Clegg are not consistent, either, and she 
often changes her mind conc erning him. First she interpret s him as a madman: 
"hi s eyes are mad," she writes in her first entry (126). But while the concept of 
madness is firmly pla ced in the system of ideas in the beginning, signifying the 
opp osite of sanity, by the end of the novel thi s notion also becomes relativised. It 
is not easy to decide which of Cl egg or \l irand a is or has gone mad in the story. 
Thi s relativisation pr eYents :\Ii rand ,, from int erpretin g Clegg "simply" as a 
madman. She cann ot help thinking of him as a queer - of cour se Clegg denies it 
(63). She also tries to appl y a socio-politic.! interpr etati on to Clegg, considering 
him as "uneducat ed and ignorant," an "ordina ry dull little" person, who is not 
"ash amed of being dull and little" (218). She regards Clegg as one of "the New 
People. " She think s that principally his m oney is to blam e for th e given situ ation: 
"Persons like Caliban hav e no head for m oney" (221). Clegg in her eyes is just one 
of the Man y, th e conforming, un educate d, ignorant mass. At oth er times, 
howev er, she cannot help thinking of Cl egg as a thrillin g m ystery, a secret to be 
solved, as an enigma: "A strange thing. He fascinates me " (126). "'You're just like 
a Chinese box ,' she said" (104). She has to conclude that "he has some secret" 
(248) (cf. G.P.'s reading of Miranda' ). Thu s, bot h Mir anda and Clegg serve as 
enigmas, secret s to be solved for each oth er. 

How ever, th e m ost prominent "-·,,yin which Mirand a tries to "read" Clegg is 
the psychoanalyti cal. She pre suppos es tha t she has an authority to know him, to 
analyse him (based on her social statu s), often talking to him imitating the 
atmospher e and meth ods of a session : "Go on . Ju st talk" (99); "What sort of 
dreams did you have about me?" (111); "I have an irresi stibl e desire sometimes to 
get to the bottom of him , to drag thing s he won't talk about out of him" (159). 
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She supposes that there is something hidden in him, which has to be brought out 
and analysed, or which can break out at any moment. "What I fear in you is 
something you don't know is in you [ ... ] It's lurking somewhere about in this 
house, this room, this situation, waiting to spring" (75). This is another version of 
the surface-depth dichotomy, which, as we hav e seen, is not valid in the nov el, 
and the interpretive strategy based on it does not wor k. Miranda supp oses a 
hidden centre in Clegg, on th e basis of which he can be int erpreted. 

First she concludes that there is nothing in thi s centre, therefor e she has 
nothing to interpret. The reader will recall that Clegg's most important feature is 
a pervasive sense of emptiness: he lacks par ents, friends, proper educati on, 
erudition, imagination, love, and so on. The mask, the persona, the role-playing 
in fact conceal an emptiness: 13 "He's not human; he' s an empty space disguised as 
a human" (234). Later she revises her reading strategy and finds that there is 
something in this emptine ss: ho\wver, she has to realise that it is herself that is in 
the middle of it and ther efore she cannot interpret it eith er: "I could nev er cur e 
him. Because I'm his disease" (257). That is to say, th e ob ject and th e subj ect 
become one and the same: Miranda should interpret herself. The situation comes 
full circle , it gets closed upon itself, in the way the prison is closed, and like 
Clegg's way of thinking cannot break out of his ow n boundaries. The situation is 
like the problem of int erpreting a photograph: "If the Photograph cannot be 
penetrated, it is becaus e of its evidential pow er." 14 This is the result of her 
misreading, with which she tried to ,11legorise Clegg and construct something else, 
something other behind him. 

There is another basic incongruity, related to the contrast of synthe sis vs. 
analysis, which prevents the characters form the proper reading of the other. 
~-1iranda , thinking that she embodies synthesis and union, as it has been shown, 
wants to apply the same pattern to Clegg - like a read er applying his or her 
''ideotit:, theme" to a text, but she fails. Clegg personifi es fragmentation and 
analysis. Miranda wants to "get" Clegg, that is, have a full picture, a "whole sight" 
of him, but she cannot: "You're very difficult to get. You're so featureles s. 
Everything is nondes cript" (62). "Oh, you're lik e mercury. You won't be picked 
up" (80). In fact she wants to carry out a true psychoanalytic reading: to 

reconstruct the patient's self from traces and fragments, filling in th e gaps. 
H oweve r, Clegg (and his environment, to o) is characterised by extreme 

33 Burden, p. 32. 
34 Barthes , Camera Lucida, p. 1:6. 
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fragmentation. It is enough to have a glance at his aunt's letter (196-197). Its 
syntax is so fragmented that the text is almost incomprehensible. His photos also 
fragment the world into little pieces: "The camera makes reality atomic, 
manageable, and opaque." 35 "Photographic seeing, when one examines its claims, 
turns out to be mainly the practice of a kind of dissociative seeing [ ... ]."36 On the 
one hand, Clegg wants to fragment Miranda, but she resists. In turn, she wants to 
see synthesis in him, but he also resists, therefore, no valid interpretation results. 
The above-mentioned two reading strategies (Clegg: allegorisation and analysis; 
Miranda: allegorisation and synthesis) arc not applicable in the context of the 
novel: what we have finally is a series of misreadings and misinterpretations, 
which will have tragic consequences. 

4 CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this essay was to examine the nature of the intersubjective reading 
process that is encoded in The Collector. The narrative seems to set up a clear-cut 
gender-based dichotomy, which evidently favours the fem ale position. In this 
light, the two most important reading strategies of Clegg appear as perverse, sick 
and futile. These are : a characteristic "am!" reading (which dramatises the reading 
process as mere pos session, selfish collection) and "voyeuristic" reading (which 
posits the reading process on the one hand as passive gazing and unconditional 
acceptance, on the other as violent peeping and degrading the other person into a 
mere object, exposing the cruel aspects of ph otographing). The novel strongly 
suggests that these "sick" reading mode s prevent the male protagonist from the 
proper understanding of the other person and the failure of the reading process is 
due to these "bad" readings. 

A pivotal question of the analysi s is whether we can take the gend er-based 
stark opposition of "bad male" reading vs. "good female" reading seriously. A 
careful examination of the theatrical nature of the narrative shows that ultimat ely 
both characters' reading strategy is rooted in suspicion and allegorising 
constructions. Due to the peculiar conditions of Clegg's house, the reading of 
both characters consists in generating allegorical "others" behind the other 
person . They always interpret the other as a representative of something else, for 

35 Sontag, p. 23. 
36 Sontag, p. 97. 
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instance of his/her social group, or of gender-based stereotypes. What they do not 
realise is that the alleged surfac e-depth dichotomy simply does not work within 
the context of the house. Miranda carries on imagining a hidden centre behind 
Clegg (in which she either finds nothing or finds herselD , and Clegg remains 
suspicious of her till the end. What contributes to the breakdown of the hierarchy 
set up by the novel (with G.P. as a "master-reader") is a comparison between him 
and Clegg: both of them perform an essentialising reading, conceiving the female 
protag onist as eith er a mystery to be solved or a prostitute . Thus Clegg' s status as 
the worst reader (and thus Mir anda's position) becomes questionable, and finally 
both principal characters fall victim to th eir ow n misreadin gs. On th e basis of all 
this it can be concluded that the now! approves the reading modes in which the 
read er enters int o a dialogical relationship wit h the work, and is willin g to risk 
hims elf/herself in th e reading process. 
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Ivan Nyusztay 

The Faces of the Other 

Configurations of Alterity in Emmanuel Levinas and Harold Pinter 

Reading Levinas has become equal to the reading of the most prominent 
philosophy of alterity. To assess the reasons of this prominence is not among the 
modest aims of the present pap er. Ho \Ye,·er, it seems to me that much of its 
'appeal' has to do with the peculiar mode of its articulati on. The implied reader of 
Totality and Infinity cannot but conced e to the ;mthoritatiYe tone, the coercive 
language employed. It is a language of superiority, making the whole venture into 
an essay on superiority rather than exteriority. 1 It is a consistent pr esentation of a 
po"-·er structure which assigns the implied author's superiority over the reader, 
pretty much the same way as the Other is to gain superi ority over the Same. The 
success of Levinasian ethics depends on the success of the Levinasian language. 
The language of curt, abrupt sent ences registers an authoritative voice, a voice of 
order, regulati on and dominance. The prominence of Levinasian ethics, besides 
the appealing political sedimentation it was likely to leave behind, is to a large 
extent the result of its 'not-to-be-questioned' mod e of performance. 

In this essay I will invoke some of th e building blocks of Levinasian ethics as 
expounded in Totality and Infinity and later amended in Otherwise than Being,2 
and will address its various deficienci es and one-sidedness. Harold Pinter's works 
provide the context for testing the applicability, not to say tenability of these 

1 All par enthesised referen ces are to Emmanuel Le\'inas, Totalite et lnfini: Essai sur l'exteriorite 
(Kluwer Academic, 1971). 
2 Emmanuel Levinas, Otherwise than Being, trans . .-\lphonso Lingis (The Hague: Maninus N ijhoff 
Publishers, 1981). 
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concepts. Drama is always instructive in such investigations, since th e validity of 
theoretical axioms in question is tested in concrete dramatic situations. Harold 
Pinter's plays are also instructive, because there the careful reader finds alternative 
configurations of alterity Levinas could not but ignore. As I will try to show, 
these dramas of alterity implicitly convey a criticism of th e Levinasian form of 
otherness. Pinter's plays disclose a pluralit y of alterity, the multitude of Others 
that cannot be made to fit into Totality and Infinity, they pr esent the multifaceted 
Other, the other with many faces, forms of Otherness that cannot be reduc ed to 
the singular Fac e. 

LEVI NAS, E THICSA NDALTERITY 

Levinas's Totality and Infinity is construct ed upon well-defin ed oppositions. The 
title Totality and Infinity itself delimits rn·o seemin gly incompatible region s, the 
same way as th e pair s Samen ess and Othe rne ss, exteriority and interi ority , 
isolati on and the II y a, egoism and goodness, ontology and ethics. It would be 
rath er unfoir to claim that Levinas fails to obsen·e th e blatant (ontological) 
interd epe ndence of th ese terms. On th e contrary, what we get is a criti cal 
diagn osis of what is lost owing to th eir unfortunate int erp enetr ation in the 
\V estern tradition. Western phil oso ph y culminating in Heidegger regrettably 
reinforced the dominance of th e one over the other, of the Same over the Other, 
of ontology over ethics. How ewr, at the same time it needs to be said that 
Levinas does hard ly more than prod uce the inverse of tradition . This inverse of 
traditi on in Levinas brings about a shift of dominance from the Same to the 
Other, from ontology to ethic s, thereby regrettably reinforcing the definite 
isolation of th ese oppo sitions. 

In Totality and Infinity the Same app ears as comfo rtabl y housed in an egoistic 
self-preservation. The Same exists in isolation, at h ome (chez soi). The Same is a 
to talit y ·which preserves itself in enjoyment, and in complet e ign ora nce of the 
Other (Autruz} This separation is tantamount to the ignorance of tran scendence, 
the elementary, the vort ex surrounding the housed existenc e, on which the latter 
paradoxically depends. The house, or inr erior ity depends on exteri ority, but for 
survival, for escaping the vortex it necessarily separates from it. This dependence 
on exteriority is the dep endence on air, earth, light , etc., th ough on a small-scale 
import, since excessive intrusion of these forms of exteriority would destroy not 
only the enjoyment of the ho~e but the Same itself . 
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If Sameness is totality, Othern ess introduces infinity. When totalit y reduces 
the Other to the Same, the Other appears in its transcendence . It appears kath 
auton, as Other, as exteriority irreducible to the Same. The appearance of the 
Other on my doorstep questions my relation to Otherness, my ignorance of the 
Other, my egoistic separation from the wor ld. It disturbs my enjoyment to provoke 
my seclusion, but not to cancel it. In other wo rds, it presents an ethical demand . 

The transcendent Other is different from the enjoyed Other that is the 
object of needs and desire. The tr anscendent Other defies int egration to the 
Subject-Object relati on, the manifes t establ ishment of Hu sserlian 
phenom enology . It defies reduction to the Heid eggerian Dasein , the 'being in the 
World.' Through thi s negative the ology Levina s portrays a radical form of alterit y 
that cann ot be the tar get of any objectivation, but that is an ethical challenge to all 
ontologies of objectiv ation. The ethical demand addressed to the Same requires 
the opening of the door of the hou se. The opening of the do or is also the ope ning 
up of int eriorit y, and the valorisation of h ospitality. It is only then that th e Face 
of LeYinas appears on the threshold. 

The transcendenc e of the Oth er is the tran scendence of the Face (visage). 
Infinity appears as Face, a power superior to me, a power that mesmerises me . It 
addresses me in langua ge, in speech, wh ich innlidat es my silent withdrawal. Th e 
relation of the Same to the Oth er becomes a relation betw een interlocut ors, in 
which the Other questions me and demands response. Provid ing response 
becomes my ethical ob ligation to the Ot her. This obligation is simultaneou s with 
and con sequent up on the dominan ce of the Oth er ove r me, the irresistibilit y of 
the infinit y of the Face, "il se pres ente comm e me dominant" (83). Nevertheless, 
this domin ance does n ot restrict my freedom, Levinas says elsewhere, but justifies 
it, "l'Autr e, absolum ent autre - Autrui - ne limit e pas la libert e du Meme. En 
l'appelant a la responsabilite, il l'instaure et la justifie" (214-215). Nevertheless, the 
wor d domin ance keeps echoing th rougho ut the whole of Totality and Infinity, 
and th erefo re seem s to be irresistible e\ en for Levin as him self, "A utrui qui me 
domin e clans sa trans cendanc e est aussi l'etra nger, la veuve et l'or phelin envers qui 
je suis obli ge" (237). 

For Levinas the Face is singular , it belongs to the stranger, th e widow er and 
the orphan alike, that is, to the Other in need, and not to (the object oQ my 
needs . In other words, it is through the Face that the Other gains superiorit y over 
me, and demands my submittance and responsibility. It is through the Face that 
God, sublimity disclose s itself. 
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This brief account, needless to say, cannot present a full (total) recovery of the 
Levinasian formulation of alterity with all its details and consequences. However, it 
may help to isolate some of the underlying problems that keep haunting the alert 
reader throughout. The language of Levinas is a language that defines without 
explanation. Such a series of definitions inevitably collides into contradictions we 
find for instance in the dominance the Other has over me, and the simultaneous 
non-restriction and instauration of freedom. There is further, an unrelenting 
superior position both on the part of the Other with its ethical demand, and on the 
part of the Author with 'its' coercive language. The question 'how can we read 
Levinas' becomes the task 'how should we read Levinas.' The implied reader of 
Totality and Infinity is subordinated, domin ated by its Other, its (implied) Author. 

But let us return to the contradictory relation between Same and Other. The 
relation of the Same to the Oth er in Totality and Infinity is defined as ignorance, 
as seclusion, as withdrawal. At th e same time, the relati on of the Other to the 
Same is virtually the opposite : that of demand, obligation and dominance. Levinas 
tells us that this dominance derives from the Face, its infinity, its transcendence. It 
is an infinity that demands infinite responsibility, "wild responsibility," to speak 
·with Tengelyi and Waldenfels, a responsabilite sauvage,3 that cannot be reduced to 
any institutionalised moral obligation. Here the face-to-face relation with the 
Other necessitates a responsivity which is a limitless respon sibility. 4 However, the 
appearance of the Third, le tiers, restricts this responsibility, due to the inevitable 
conflict of demands. As Simon Critchley observes, the m ove to the Third, with 
which Levinas seems to be more conc erned in Otherwise than Being, is a move 
towards limitation, towards question and justice which is to say: to politics. 5 The 
third introduces others, a community, a system, and questi ons the anarchy of the 
Same-Other relation. 

It follows that the appearance of the third disturbs th e face-to-face relation. 
The intrusion of community at th e same time leads to an impasse in the question 
of alterity: wher e is the Other outside community? Can ethics detach itself from 
politics? Or is politics the necessary accommodating totality of infinity? The 
symmetry and equality of justice and politics violates the infinitely asymmetric 

3 Usz.16 Tengelyi, Eletto rtenet es sorsesemeny (Budap est : Atlantisz., 1998), p . 237. 
4 This is for Levinas rhe uniquely disrincti Ye nature of the face-to-fa ce relation m contrast to 
Husserl' s intersubjectivit y. 
5 Simon Critchley, The Ethics of Deconstrnction: Derrida and Levin as (Edinburgh : Edinburgh 
University Press, 1992), pp. 230-232, cf. Tengelyi, p. 239. 

253 



IVAN NYUSZTAY 

ethical relation, though, as Critchley argues, it is a "creative antagonism" (233). 
These questions are addressed by Jacques Derrida in 'Le mot d'accueil,' where the 
already overwhelming presence of the third party is accentuated. For Derrida the 
primordial there-ness of the third brings contaminati on and protection at the 
same time. 6 It is a contaminati on , because, to speak with Geoffrey Bennington, it 
"contaminates the purity of th e ethical relation." 7 It is pr otec tive, since through 
the advent of justice it abates the anarchy, the ethical violence of the face-to-face. 

Levina s also tells us that the Face of the Other addresses th e Same in speech, 
and establishes the relation between interlocutors. Levinas carefully evades the 
problem of interpretati on by claiming that meaning is gi\·en to me through the 
presence of the Other. The face is presence, self-disclosure. The face manifest s 
itself, expresses itself (s'exprime), "le visage parle. La manifestation du visage est 
deja discours" (61). The relati on inevitably becomes a dialogical relation. I am to 
listen to the Other's vocative and fulfil the ethical dema nd: respond. 8 The 
question then is the following: how can I, or rather, how shou ld I receive th e 
speec h of the Face, the Face itself? Can the Face precede inte rpretation? Can I 
int erpr et transcendence? 

For Levinas, it is the speech, discour~. that instaur ates meaning, signification, 
according to a later chapter in Tota!lt:: .,,,d b~{11:iry (224-22 9). As the argument 
goes, meaning questions the const inning freedom it self. Consequently, it is not 
through the mediation of th e sign that meaning is created, but vice versa, it is th e 
m eaning as such that makes the mediatory role of the sign possible (meaningful) . 
The meaning is the infinity, the Other itself (227). It seems then, that the Other's 
speech and its meaning is given to me already in the Other's presence, it is given 
both in and by this presence . The Other's dominan ce here is made to be a 
dominance of signification, one may say, the Other interprets itself for me. 
Together with the instauration of freedom, this self-interpretation, this disclosure 
challenging the closu re of th e Same is also a limit atio n of freedom in th e 
unc on ditional obligation and surrender to the Other. The prototype of the 

6 Jacques Derrida, "Le mot d'accueil," in Adieu.· ,i Emmanuel Levin.1s (Paris: Galilee, 1997), pp. 111-
112. 
7 Geoffrey Bennington, '"Deconstruction ,md Ethics," As Bennington points out, thi s 
"contaminability aims to account both for th e possibility of any purity whatsoever and for the a 
priori imp ossibility of the (eYen ideal) achievement of any such purity," in : Deconstruct ions: A User's 
Guide, ed. N icholas Royle (Houndmill s: Palgra,·e, 2000) 64-82, p. 70. 
8 No t responding is also a form of response according to B. Waldenfels's Antwortregister, cf. 
Tengelyi, p. 236. 
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Levinasian notion of the Other is this tyrant, this God whose voice compels, 
whose will imposes itself upon me. 

To conclude I would like to stress three cardinal points in the Levinasian 
ethics of alterity that in my reading constitute its weaknesses: (1) The difference 
between ethics and politics is as evasive as the presence of the third. (2) The 'wild 
responsibility' that characterises my face-to-face relation with the Other is 
inevitably, necessarily restricted when the third (non-chronologically) appears 
with an alternative demand. (3) Finally, what if the Other is a menace, what if the 
infinity of the Face is nothing but a stronger form of totality that seeks to engulf, 
endanger me? To speak with Critchley, "ethically I cannot demand that the Other 
be good," but "at the level of politics and justice, at which I am a citizen of a 
community, I am entitled to judge, to call the Other to account" (232). These 
reservations to the ethics of alterity expounded in Totality and Infinity lead us to 
the questioning of 'radical alterity' as such. The primordial infiltration of 
community necessarily abates radicality, and seems to reduce it at least to the 
relation it is made to establish with its other: with egalitarianism. Radical 
difference can be maintained only outside community, in a no-place, a non-lieu 
(utopia), whereas both members of a community the Other becomes equal to the 
Same in facing justice. It is in the political sphere that the face-to-face relation 
bennen interlocutors falls back into an intersubjective relation the whole 
Levinasian project sought to side-step. 

These, and similar questions are, I belien, in the forefront of Pinter's plays. 
Almost any work by Pinter could serve to demonstrate the complex relations 
between Sameness and the Otherness, and the dramatic fluctuations of these 
relations with the non-chronological appearance of the third or community. The 
following recourse to drama may also enhance further problematisations of the 
Le\·inasian opposition of Sameness and Otherness itself, an opposition that is in 
the centre of the plays discussed below. Samples from the Pinter corpus here serve 
to challenge the basic presuppositions of Levinasian ethics. 

SAMENESS A .\D OTHERNESS IX Pl.\'TER 

Pinter's rooms at first glance seem to share many characteristics with Levinas's 
houses. There we witness comfortably housed totalities secluded from the outside 
world, introvert and committed to the everyday routine of self-preservation. The 
room is a claustrophobic interiority which condenses the Lebensraum, the living-
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space of human beings, and thereby looks at human relations as if through the 
magnifying glass. In each case, howev er, this psychological laboratory is invaded 
by others. In Pinter the walls of the room delimit the sphere of interiority, but 
there are important openings and leaks testifying to the vulnerability of secluded 
existence. T o speak with Levina s, the Il y a, the elementary surrounding the house 
is a constant threat. Pinter shows not on ly how this thr eat or danger appears as 
something ineluctabl e, but also how the inhabitants of th e room face it. 

In 1he Caretaker9 the roof is leaking , and th ere is a bucket fixed to the ceiling 
to collect the drops of water. The dripping has a symb olic function besides the 
disturbing sound effect: it accompanies the entrance of the menacing other. The 
disturbing sound is the disturbing leaking of the other into the room, the peace 
and comfort of which thereby is, again, disturbed. There are two contrasting 
representatives of Sameness in the play : Aston and Mick, who respond differently 
to the entering other, to Davies . Aston invites Davies with an unconditional 
attestation of hospitality, and opens up his whole world to him. Here egoistic 
withdrawal is surrendered in response to the ethical demand. By contrast, Mick's 
treatment of Davies is a xenophobic questioning, a constant calling to account of 
an intruder "rummaging" in Aston's papers in the latter 's absence. The entrance 
of Mick, the third party, thus brings judgement into the Same-Other relation 
between Asto n and Davies. Davies ceases to be merely an Oth er in need and 

. becomes an intruder, a menace threatening the peace and equilibrium of the room 
existence. As the dynamics of hospitality 10-abuse-xenophobia evolve the bucket is 
finally full of rainwater and has to be emptied. It is the point of Davies' necessary 
departure, who has to leave the premi ses to restore the harmonious relation 
between the brothers. The stranger received thus becomes an emotional caretaker, 
who is expelled when this 'job' is fulfilled. The other as stra nger has, it seems, at 
least two faces. 

In 1he Birthday Party the invasion of menacing Otherness receives probably 
the most powerful representation within the Pinter corpus. There we find two 
alternative entrances of Otherness. Lulu enters after knocking, Goldberg and 

9 All parenthesised references to Harold Pinter's works are to Complete Works (New York: Grove 
Press, 1977). 
10 Hospitality is in the foreground of both The Caretaker and Totali ty and Infinity, cf. Derrida 's 
description of the Levinas's work as an essay on hospitality (Derrida, p. 32). 
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Mc Cann without kn ocking. 11 The one is a dome sticated Other, the other a 
menacing form of Otherness, which eventually humili ates and destroys the tenant 
of the room, Stanley Webber. Goldberg also has two faces, one with which he 
wins Meg for his purpose to organise the birthday party, the other reserved for 
Stanl ey , which puts forward the unintelligible demand : the demand to answ er for 
an obscure past behavi our. Both plays in my view pr esent to talities threat ened by 
other totalities ad infinitum. 

There are recurring forms of activity that qualify th e hospitalit y of th e Same 
and also the Other' s superiority and mena cing pre sence within th e total 
h ousehold: sitting and drinking. I will no w first look at the importance of sitting 
in the Same-Other relation in The Cai"C'taker, and then consider sitting and 
drinking in The Birthday Party. 

Offering a seat is the manifestation of un conditi onal hospitality in The 
Caretaker. The play begins '\\·ith Aston's offer, "Sit down," and the placing of th e 
chair for Da,·ies who is evident ly the Other in need, "I ha ven't had a good sit 
down [ .... ] I haven't had a prop er sit down ." Th e offe r is repeated a few lines 
late r, "Take a seat" (17). We are told that Aston rescued th e stranger from a brawl, 
and seeks to appease and comfort him . The offer in g of the seat is merely th e 
beginning of a whole series of altruistic human responsivity. After the seat Aston 
"·ill offer him tobac co, shoes, laces, a bed, money (five sh illings), a smoking -
jacket , a white caretakin g overa ll. It may be argued that such an extreme form of 
hospitality verges on madness - it is indeed a "wild responsibility" - and that it is 
largely due to the electric shock therapy Aston received in the past. Davie s abuses 
this unconditional, unequ al treatment as soon as he finds himself comfortably 
housed in this haven where his past injuries are temporarily redressed. It is only 
because of this abu se of hospitalit y that he will eventually be expell ed, and 
th ere by the emotional-ethical climate of the room purg ed . 

It is one thing to offer seat and drink, and quite anot her thing to demand 
th ese activities. The demand for sitting and drinking is th e manifestati on of the 
Other's abuse of hospit ality. The imperatives of 'Sit ' and 'Dr ink' weave th e text of 
The Birthday Party through and through. The play begins with the usual breakfa st 
ritu al, where the cosy, homely sitting and drinking will soo n be interrup ted by 

11 Ap pearances of Others include the discO\·e=-:-· of their presence on the thr esho ld. In The Room Mr. 
and Mrs . Sands are disclosed on the landing by Rose. Th eir presence is menacing not on ly because 
they give no signs of th eir being there Qike knocking}, but because th ey give contr adictory 
explanations of ho w the y actually got there. 
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the intrusion of G oldberg and McCann . It is once again the interventi on of an 
Other that ruins the established peace and tranquillity of secluded existence. For 
Stanley, the room soon turns from haven to torture chamber. As I mentioned 
above it is decisive· in Pinter how the Other(s) enter(s). Goldberg and McCann 
enter without knocking, what is more, Goldberg immediately takes an unoffer ed 
seat at the table. He displays self-confidence, purp osefulness and a headstrong 
determination, which is menacing in itself, since he is all what the others are not. 
The organisation of the birthday party will be his orchestration, a scheme to 
enhance the project of Stanley's ultimate humiliation and annihilation. Goldberg 
takes over the orchestration of the birthday party as soon as Meg mentions it, 
"we're going to remind him. W e're goin g to give him a party[ ... ] we'll bring him 
out of himself" (27). What all thi s amounts to is the unquestionable dominance of 
Goldberg established prior to an actual encounter with Stanley himself. Stanl ey 
seems hardly to have any word in the development of his fate: he will be given the 
party willy-nilly. It is the sign of Stanley's vain resistance to this dominance that 
he exclaims, "it isn't my birthda y Meg" (30, and repeated to McCann, 35). Stanley 
has to be broken to accept thi s dominance, he will be forced to sit and obey 
order s. The length y debate about "·ho is to sit at whose command is the 
finali sation of the question of hierarch y and dominance . Goldberg first asks 
Stanley to sit , then asks McCann to ask him to sit, then Stanley asks McC ann to 
sit, up on which McCann informs Goldberg th at Stanley would not sit, Goldberg 
asks McCann to ask Stanley again, whi ch he does but Stanley refuses once more, 
then they offer to sit together, then all rise almost at once, then finally both 
Goldberg and McCann turn against Stanley and make him sit (40-41). It is only 
after this imposition of authority that th e insane cross-questioning of Stanley and 
the obscure accusation "you betrayed the organization" (42) can take plac e. At the 
end of this verbal violence Stanley is to "pour the toast," that is, to drink his 
health in the company. H e pour s out th e drinks, and though all stand to drink to 
him, while he "must sit down" as Goldberg commands and McCann ech oes (49). 
What is more, Goldberg has so definitively taken over that Stanley cannot but 
obey his command s even in treating Lulu with a drink, for instance . Stanley's 
humiliation reaches its climax when his glasses are snatched away, and later he is 
beaten and reduced to a babbling child, cros s-examined and carried away. 
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THE OTHER AS INSIDER: INTERNAL AL TERITY 

The menacing Other does not necessarily intrude from outside. Pinter's The 
Dumb Waiter and A Slight Ache present insider forms of otherness, where the 
categories Sameness and Otherness penetrate each other and cease to be distinct 
entitles. 

In The Dumb Waiter Ben and Gus find themselves confined in a windowless 
basement room. Their situation is characterised by a tense expectation which is 
probably stronger than in any other Pinter play. Like in The Birthday Party there 
is mention of an obscure organisation (131) in the background of a mysterious 
employment, and this organisation is held responsible for the prolonged tension 
of the present situation. Communication takes place through two diverse 
channels. The conversation between Ben <md Gus takes up most of the play, there 
is no third party, at least not in the physical sense. Ben appears to be more 
authoritative, more aggressiYe to the point of repeated violence, but at the same 
time he is the more patient, more passive and resigned to except whatever comes. 
Amidst Gus's unrelenting inquiry into the mystery of the situation Ben continues 
sitting or lying in his bed and reading his paper. Gus's agitation slowly but 
steadily increases in the course of their discussions, and at various points Ben will 
resort to Yiolence to evade his questions. Ben's authority over Gus is clear from 
the beginning, he treats Gus as his servant, addressing him with repeated orders. 12 

However, there is another channel of communication in The Dumb Waiter, 
if ,n can call that communication. The dumb waiter and the speaking-tube 
discowred attached to the wall of the room proYide means to contact the external 
world. It is a possibility which is hardly ever realised. The five menus that are 
lowered in the dumb waiter present a one-sided communication. They are absurd 

12 The trivial debates between them, espcciallv the quarrel about which is normally lit the gas or the 
kettle, all serve to dinunish one's authoritv over the other. By correcting Ben and catching him in 
error, Gus seeks to abate Ben's authority over him (141), cf. Austin E. Quigley, The Pinter Problem 
(Princeton: Princeton Crnversity Press, 1975), p. 62. Quigley points to the cardinal function of 
language use in the play. :'.\lutual certainty about language is also certainty about a shared reality, he 
argues, consequently, when words are void of clear referemiality, this shared reality is likewise 
questioned. This linguistic phenomenon is a source of comedy in The Birthday Party, in the dialogue 
between Meg and Petey, while it is rather stressful and subversive for Ben and Gus pursuing an 
important status-confirming conversation (62). 

259 



! VAN NYUS Z TAY 

revelations of an inscrutable force, of an absconding authority. 13 The speaking-
tube is apparently more respon sive. Ben speaks and listens to the tube, and seems 
to answer a remote voice only heard by him. We may guess what the voice says 
through Ben's reactions. Ben's discourse with the tube becomes menacing in the 
absence of Gus. At this climactic point Ben's words betray an obedient 
registration of an inaudible order, "straight away," "right," "sure we're ready" 
(148). Gus re-enters the room only to find himself levelled at with a revolver. This 
time no words are spoken, but a silent mutual stare confirms that the situation -
the mystery of which they strove to penetrate in so many words - has finally 
been established: the assassin is to be assassinated. Gus becomes the target of Ben 
and the organisation, to be assassinated for no apparent reason. Ben and Gus are a 
strange pair. Their strangeness is not in their complementarity, their 
interdependence, their exposure to inscrutable forces, to hidden powers dealing 
their destinies . As such they are preceded by Beckett's pairs, Didi and Gago, Ham 
and Clov, Winnie and Willie and Stoppard's Ros and Guil. Ben and Gus disrupt 
the traditional continuity of these pairs. \'\1hat makes them unique is precisely this 
turning against each other to the point of\ iolence and (anticipated) murder. 

The dynamics of sameness and ;1lterity unfold s in the play in a 
characteristically Pinterian way: first, it is the obscure organisation that appears to 
be th e menacing other. Second, throughout the conversations it is Ben who, 
establishing his unquestionable authority, becomes the menace to Gus. Finally, in 
the end it is Gus who is nonsensically excommunicated, betrayed and eliminated. 
These dramatic fluctuations of otherness disclose a multifaceted or faceless alterity 
that defies the Levinasian reduction . Th ey pre sent ways in which these categories 
cease to be clear-cut and definable. As soon as an external overruling reference 
point, or logos is denied, the se divisions fail to be meaningful and become 
contingent by-product s of constantly shifting situations. If in Levinas we observed 
the subordination of situation to the pr econceived logos of superior alterity, in 
Pint er we find the reverse: there all superio r logoi are sub ordi nated to the concrete 
quintessential human situation. To an ordinary, th at is, a faceless situation. 

In another complex play, A Slight Ache, internal otherness presents itself in a 
slightly different way. There the problem arises within the confines of marriage, a 

13 Th e de11S abscond itus is a mystery, a potential source of menace also to Ste,·en H. Gale, who goes 
as far as str essing the godlike actions of a machine that initiates action, demands food sacrifices and 
manifests its power over life, Butter's Goir.g Up: A Critical Analysis of Harold Pinter' s Work 
(Durham, North California: Duke University Press, 1977), p. 59. 
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favourite field for Pinter. Edward is evidently bored by his wife Flora, and lives a 
withdrawn egocentric life in his study. Their breakfast communication betrays 
indifference, boredom and lack of understanding. Though Flora tries her best to 
regain Edward and elicit some response and understanding, Edward seems 
eternally lost in his own world of reading and writing. He is especially concerned 
with the philosophical analysis of space and time and not with the Belgian Congo 
as Flora thinks (161). There is no obvious reason given for the 'slight ache' 
Edward has in his eyes, consequently Flora's caring remarks cannot but miss the 
mark. The 'slight ache' turns out to be concomitant with the appearance of a 
matchseller standing outside in the garden. The noname, faceless stranger becomes 
a menacing riddle for Edward who finds it strange that though no matches are 
sold for weeks, the matchseller should stick to that deserted place. 

Outside it is bright, inside it is dark (162). The slight ache corresponds to the 
extreme contrast between brightness and darkness. Edward is unwilling to leave 
his claustrophobic introvert life of darkness to meet the challenge of the 
matchseller, the challenge of brightness. His complaint of the slight ache is 
simultaneous with his intention to talk to the man, to invite him into the house. 
The stranger disturbs his sight, and also the site disclosed by the garden, with his 
far too \·isible presence. He embodies a riddle which Edward feels he has to solve 
in order to be cured of the pain in his eyes. Impaired eyesight or blindness is 
central to Pinter's plays, as in The Birthday Party where Stanley's glasses are 
snatched and broken when he is blindfolded to play blind-man's-buff, or in The 
Room, where Rose goes blind in the final scene of released aggression. 

Edwards's communication with the matchseller is one-sided, he addresses his 
guest in flat, narcissistic monologues, while the other raps himself up in silence. It 
is his total unbroken silence that makes critics like Esslin say he does not even 
exist, but is merely the projection of the couple's fears. 14 

The matchseller behaves like the audience, and in fact is used as such. He 
stands, sits, laughs, cries while listening to Edward and his self-justifying verbal 
output. The matchseller's wordless presence heightens the absurdity of the 

14 Martin Esslin stresses that the play was designed to be a radio play, which explains the non-
existence of the matchseller: Esslin, Pinter: A Study of his Plays (London: Eyre Methuen, 1973), p. 87. 
Following this line of thought he goes as far ,is clauning that the matchseller is nothing but simply 
Edward's death (88). To reclaim the matchseller's existence Steven H. Gale argues that there are 
several proofs against Esslin's an,d for that matter, Hinchcliffe's view, like the stage direction 
including his character, or the unignorable fact that the other characters behave as if he existed, 
Butter's Going Up: A Critical Analysis of Harold Pinter's Work, p. 80. 
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situation more than any communicative zeal would. Edward's whole life gradually 
shrinks into meaninglessness, it is reduced to a self-centred, embarrassed 
monologue. Embarrassment and final breakdown follows when this subversive 
silence cannot be further endured. 

Flora takes over after the impasse of verbal diarrhoea, and with her the 
woman takes hospitality in her hands. She cares, pities and accepts the stranger, 
even names him 'Barnabas' (176).15 She is everything Edward is not. She prepares 
the house for accommodating him as the new tenant. Mor eover, she hands his 
tray to Edward and exits with the matchseller. Edward becomes superfluous and 
has to leave the house. Alienation within the total household is so palpable that 
the inhabitants find themselves easily replaceable by outsiders. The ending of A 
Slight Ache suggests a jocular circularity1 6 in the relation between housed existence 
and questioning otherness. The play also shows how the totality of secluded being 
can nourish internal forms of otherness that are no sooner revealed than expelled. 

According to Steven H. Gale A Slight Ache is a new development in Pinter, 
since the supposed thr eat is brought in side and it becomes clear that there is 
nothing to fear: the danger is internal. 17 T he source of menace in Gale's words is 
th e "unfulfilled emotional needs of th e man and woman," which is to say that 
need constitutes a source of insecurit:·· 1

' It is to be not ed that sex and rape are 
among Flora's first thoughts as she talks to the stranger. The issue of vacancy and 
that of emotional expo sure and dissatisfaction are nicely combined in James R. 
Hollis's conclusive statement, that the play explores vacancy, and the matchseller 
serves as an "objective correlative for the emotions of Edward and Flora." 19 This 

15 An apo stle, son of cons olati on (Acts 4:36). She turns to him for consolation, and at the same time 
offers to put him in bed: in the Fr eudian bed of sex and death, "why shouldn't you die happ y?" 
(193). Cf. Gale, p. 78. 
16 This circularity in A Slight Ac he appears to be contested by Austin E. Quigley, who suggests that 
the notion of circularity is a later developm ent in Pimer's work. In plays like The Basement, A Night 
Out, The Dwarfs or The Birthday Party the conclusion comes as if th e interim had never taken place 
(Quigley, p. 111). 
17 Gale, p. 74. James R. Hollis also draws attenti on to th e threat's being internal, and accentuates the 
fate of the wasp Edwa rd kills by scoulding. The wasp, Hollis points out, dies in this nook 
surround ed by flowers, and Edward fails to realise that he is also dying whil e surrounded by the 
smother ing attention of is Flora. On the other hand, he in,·ites the matchseller in order to do away 
with him as with the wasp, Harold Pinter: The Poetics of Silence, (London and Amsterdam: Feffer and 
Simons, 1970), p. 54. 
18 Gale, p. 75. 
19 Hollis, p. 58. 

262 



THE FA C ES OF TH E OTHE R 

sensitive exploration of an emotional crisis between hu sband and wife sho ws 
Pint er's keen insight into the psycho logy of marriage, and as such finds its further 
devel opment later in The Homecom ing (1964) and in Old Times (1970). 

These brief and reductiv e glimpses into Pinter's play s serve one purpose. 
Th ey illustrate those aspects of alterit y that Levinas could not but ignore to 
promot e successfully an ethics grounded on th e unconditi onal superiority of the 
Oth er. The Othe r who appe ars on my threshold as a stranger, a widow or an 
orph an, exposes, reveals a face that is uniqu e, ob liging and unquestionable. With 
the Pinterian scenes abov e I wished to problem atise the viability of the Levinasian 
co ncept of alterity, and dem onstrate th e way ordinary human situations resist 
int egration int o Totality and Infinity and its reductive dualities. 
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Wild Words 

Jazzing the Text of Desire: 
Subversive Language in Toni Morrison's Jazz 

"'My mother sang opera, she sang sentimental 
Victorian songs, she sang arias from Carmen, 
she sang jazz, and she sang blues, she sang what 
Ella Fitzgerald sang, and she sang 'Ave Maria." 
lvlusic is what Morri son' s no vels are about 
'because mu sic was everywhere and all 
around."'' 

1 WRITl:\"G S UBVERSION, D ESIRE AND JAZZ: AN INTRODUCTION 

Toni Morr ison's Jazz! (1992) is set in the Ro aring T wentie s, in Harlem, in the 
legendary and hypnotically lurin g City, target of the mass migration of hundred 
thousands of Afro-Americans, fleeing poverty, segregatio n and violence, seeking 
northwards jobs, possibiliti es, excitement s and a better life. It is th e Jazz Age, th e 
era of the Harlem Renaissance, a golden age of black culture, race music, blues, 
jazz, nightclubbing, lovema king and ecstasy. 3 While jazz mu sic vibrates the City 

1 Betty Fussell, "All Th at Jazz," Conversations with Toni 1\Iorrison, ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie 
(Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 280-289, p. 284. 
2 All parenthesized references are to thi s edition: Toni Morrison,Jazz (Londo n and Basingstok e: Pan 
Books Limited. Picador, 1993). 
3 On the ecstasy of the Jazz Age see Marilyn Sanders Mobley, "Jazz," The Southern Review 3 
(Summer 1993) 614-629, p. 621. 
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JAZZING THE TEXT OF DESIRE 

and leads the black community into a collective ecstasy, individual passion is lived 
in a tale of desire, jealousy, and murder. Jazz is the second volume in Morrison's 
trilogy on impossibly excessive, "awry," 4 "horrific" 5 loves. While Belovec!' is about 
a mother's murderous, "too thick" love for her child, and Paradis/ reflects on a 
community's unlimited and incomprehensible love for God, Jazz tells the story of 
a conventional love triangle, where middle-aged, married Joe Trace, tormented by 
his neurotic and silent wife, Violet, falls in love with eighteen-year-old Dorcas, 
and murders her so as not to lose her. Using an unusual narrative strategy, or in a 
postmodern gesture, Morrison summarizes the story in the very first sentences of 
the novel. 

Sth, I know that woman. She used to live with a flock of birds on Lenox 
Avenue. Know her husband, too. He fell for an eighteen-year-old girl with one 
of those deepdown, spooky lo\'es that m.de him so sad and happy he shot her 
just to keep the feeling going. \Vhen the woman, her name is Violet, went to 
the funeral to see the girl and to cut her dead face they threw her to the floor 
and out of the church. She ran, then, through all that snow, and when she got 
back to her .ipartment she took the birds from their cages and set them out the 
windows to freeze or fly, including the parrot that said, "I love you." (3) 

There it is clear and simple, the story presented in a seemingly omniscient 
narrator's words: the reader is not likely to look forward to unexpected turns, to 
tensions, mysteries or final surprises. The remaining two hundred pages of the 
novel repeat, reformulate, amplifr this basic story, present variations on the same 
plot again and again from different perspectives. However, it is exactly this 
repetitive, improvisatory, nriable nature of the text, together with an unusually 
poetic, musical, violent, erotic and overall subversive language that makes Jazz 
surpass the banal love-story of a traditional blues-song and become a masterwork. 
Other stories, painful pasts, troubled psyches, untold longings are revealed 
beyond the surface story of Joe and Dorcas's tragic love. Moreover, the 
psychology of human desiring, the role of the eternally impossible desire and of 
loss in the constitution of the autonomous (writing) subject can be traced on a 

4 S. Judylyn R,·,rn and Estella Conwill 1fajozo, "Jazz ... On the Site of Memory," Studies in the 
Literary lmagitlcltzor. 2 (Fall 1998) 125-153, p. 143. 
5 On horrific love in Toni Morrison see Terry Otten, "Horrific Love in Toni Morrison's Fiction," 
Modern Fiction Studies 3/ 4 (Fall/ Winter 1993) 651-667, p. 652. 
6 Toni Morrison, Beloved (London: Pan Books Limited, Picador, 1987). 
7 Toni Morrison, Paradise (New York: Knopf, Bonoi Books, 1998). 
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more general level. The language of desire and the rhythm of jazz and blues 
music vibrate and weave the open-ended, multi-layered narrative, where the 
reader is invited to take part in the reconstruction of love, in the composition 
of jazz, of jazz. 

The aim of my paper is to examine the various subversive aspects of 
Morrison's writing style, and more specifically, the transgressive characteristics 
and potentials of the language of jaz z. My interpretation will be manifold: 
I intend to study language, style and structure relying on literary interpretations 
of Morrison's, interviews with the author, articles by jazz critics, and using 
poststructuralist and French psychoanalytical feminist theoretical works. I 
analyze the language from the point of view of the "jazzing of the text," that is 
the influence of jazz, blues, spirituals and race music on the writing style. I con-
centrate on the potential inspiration originating from Afro-American tradition in 
the broader sense of the word: the effect of African folk tradition, orality, 
sermons on Morrison's text. In a second chapter I will analyze the workings of the 
language of desire in the text, commenting on the stream of consciousness writing 
technique and "ecriture feminine" in Toni Morrison, as well as on Wild words, 
that is the language of the lost mother , the language of mourning (both personal 
and cultural-communal) in the text. I examine the revolutionary poetic language, 
the language of the City, the language of Madness and the language of 
corporeality in Jazz, concluding that the language of the novel is the language of 
postmodern as well, allowing the Book itself to speak up, to interact and to make 
love and jazz with its reader. These various revolutionary aspects of Toni 
Morrison's writing style in Jazz introduce a language that is multiply transgressive 
and, therefore, is capable of surpassing, subverting and jazzing our everyday, 
Symbolic, phallogocentric language, turning the text into a melody of love. 

2]AZZ/t,:c THE TEXT, HAVING THE TRUE BLUES 

Jazz is set in the era of the Harlem Renaissance, in the Jazz Age of the Roaring 
Twenties, when Harlem became a black capital, a City within the City, providing 
ground for the first time for black group expression and self definition via the 
instruments of the newly (re)discovered Afro-American musical forms as blues, 
jazz, spirituals, ragtime, swing, boogie-woogie and be-bop. Jazz is unlike 
traditional jazz literature in the sense that it is not about jazz musicians, jazz 
instruments or jazz musicology. As Nicholas F. Pici underlines, the word "jazz" 
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itself never appears in the novel beside the title. 8 However, jazz penetrates the 
entire City, fills streets, hearts and souls alike. Dorcas and her friend, Felice go to 
clubs to become women, to be seduced by jazz music, this sensual "lowdown 
stuff," by "songs that used to start in the head and fill the heart [dropping] on 
down, down to places below the sash and the buckled belts" (56). Alice Manfred is 
afraid of this "dirty, get-on-down music the women sang and the men played and 
both danced to, close and shameless or apart and wild" (58). Riots and march es are 
accompanied by drum s expressing rage. D orcas dance s to jazz music when she is 
shot by the jealous Joe, while "the mu sic bends, falls to its knees to emb race th em 
all, encourage them all to live a little, why don't you? since this is the it you've 
been looking for" (188). The young men on the Harlem rooftops nev er stop 
playing their music. On th e street or in clubs, jazz music is associated with 
sensuality, desire, yearning, and rage, ,.-iolence, "appetite," a "careless hung er" 
(59), provocation, excitement, risk, excess and fe\·er. Jazz as a violent and erot ic 
disruptive element app ears on the structura l and lin guist ic level of the text as well, 
perhaps e\·en more predominantl y than on the thematic le\·el. 

In an interview ,vith a telling title , "I come from people who sang all the 
time," ~forrison describ es the major characteristics of jazz music as having an 
imprO\·isational, unanti cipated nature, as egalitarian , as a coherent melody 
cons tructed with dissolves, returns and repetition s, as music located in a histor ical 
framework, and as related to love .9 These featur es of jazz music can be reveal ed in 
:'vlorrison's textual strategies as well. The text is not lin ear, chronologic al or 
teleological: in a multi-lay ered narrati\·e, jumpin g in time, space and from 
consciousness to consciousness, multiple n;1rrative \·oices give their improv isato ry, 
open-ended vers ions of the original melody, whi ch is the summary of the plot. 
Th e solos of Violet , D orcas and Joe repeat , refo rmulate and complement each 
oth er with their songs of love , or rather their versions , their vary ing perspe ctives 
of the same song of love, adding up to the tun e of th e ethos of the 1920s black 
C ity experience, th e quest for "stro nger, riskier selves" (33) and for love. Both in 
jazz and in Jazz the reader has to take an activ e part in the construction and 
int erpretation of th e experience. Critics of jazz in jazz - as Nicholas F. Pici, 
Eusebio L. Rodrigu es and Rob erta Rubenstein - und erline the importan ce of 

8 Nic holas F. Pici, "Trading :-.1eanings, the B~eath of Music m Toni Morr ison's Jazz ," Connotations 
3 (1997-98) 372-398, p. 375. 
9 Toni Morrison, "'I Come irom People who Sang All the Tim e': A Co nversation with Toni 
Morrison," Hum,mities 1 (Marl Apr 1996) 4-13. 
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group experience, of the relationship with the audience, of audience participation 
and interplay as mutual provocation, inspiration and energization in jazz. 10 Toni 
Morrison, as if following this line of thought, in an interview with Claudia Tate 
claims that 

My writing expects, demands participatory reading, and that I think is what 
literature is supposed to do. It's not just about telling the story, it's about 
involving the reader. The reader supplies the emotions. The reader supplies 
even some of the solo, some of the sound. My languag e has to have holes and 
spaces so the reader can come into it .': 

Enigmas, holes, uncertainties are left open in th e text so as to leave the 
recipient her / his imaginative freedom and to encourage creativity, "interpretative 
agency" 12 as well as the pleasure of a shared music, a communal experience. While 
jazz music always lacks a final chord, the fragments of the tex t are left unfinished, 
as if echoing Morrison's definition of jazz : "it doesn't wholly satisfy, it kind of 
leaves you a little bit on the edge at th e end, a little hungry." 13 As Pici describes, 
th e multi-instrumental, polyrh yt hmi c nature of jazz music may refer to the 
multivocal, polyphoni c characteristic of th e narrative . The "head and riffs 
method" of jazz (main distinctive mel ody and repetiti on of brief patterns) is 
inscribed in the text by repetitions. 14 These are renarrations of the same scene 
from different perspectives (the death of Dorcas), corrected ren arration s of the 
same scene by the same narrator (Gold en Gray's arrival), descriptions of persons 
from different viewpoints (Dorcas is m othe r and lover for Joe, never-had child for 
Violet and fake friend for Felice), contradicting definitions of the same concept 
Gazz is threatening for Alice, seducing for Dorcas, maddening for Violet) - all 
related to and reframing the main plot, th e base melody . As critics agree, th e "call 
and response strategy" of jazz (question and answer of instrument s, of musician 
and audience) appears on a structural level: a leitmotif, symbolic key word at the 

10 On jazz mu sic in Jazz see Pici, pp. 372-398. Eusebio L. Rodrigues, "Experiencing Jazz, " Modem 
Fiction Studies 3/4 (Fall/ Winter 1993) 733-754, Roberta Rubenstein, "Singing the Blues, Reclaiming 
Jazz: Toni Morriso n and Cultural ~fourning ," .\Iosaic Qune 1998) 147-164. I use the jazz-
terminology and some ideas on jazz introdu ced by them as starting point s of my analysis. 
11 Claudia T ate, "Toni Morrison," Black 111/omen 111/riters at 111/ork (Old castle Books , 1989), 117-131, 
p .125. 
12R yan and Majozo, p . 146. 
13 Morrison, "I Come," p . 4. 
14 Pici, p. 375. 
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end of one chapter Oove, music, th e Cit y) is repeat ed, t aken up in the opening 
sentence of the succeeding chapter, or an idea dropp ed, left unended at the end of 
one chapt er is continued, elabor ated on in the next part. "The effusive legato-like 
flow of a liquid syntax " and "th e staccato of non-stand ard comma use," 15 as the lack 
of punctu ation marks, and the overabund ance of repetiti ons, variations, intern al 
rhymes, alliter ations, all contribut e to the excepti onal musicality and to th e 
"jazzing" of the text, reinforcing and echoi ng the rhythm of the City, birthplace of 
jazz and of passion, and in the long run creating a piece of writing that tran sform s 
jazz music into writt en language , or language to jazz music, to tell a crooked love in 
the Jazz Age in a jazzy style and language, as in th e followin g passage. 

The City is smart at thi s: smelling and good and loo kin g raun chy , sendin g 
secret messages disguised as publi c signs: this way, open here, danger to let 
color ed onl y single men on sale "'·om,rn want ed pri vate roo m stop dog on 
premi ses absolute ly no mone y dow n fresh chicken free delivery fast. And good 
at op ening locks, dimming stairways. Co\'er ing yo ur moans with its ow n. (64) 

As Ni chola s F. Pici underlines, jazz is a hybrid, Cr eole genre, a fusion of 
hetero geneous dialogues and folk tradition s16 

- no wo nde r ther e are traces of blu es 
emb edded in jazz and in Jazz. The blu es or iginated in son gs of lament in th e days 
of slaYery to keep alive, repeat, per for m dynam ically and melancholically , brut al 
exp eriences and lost loves so as to t ranscen d th eir pain by lyr icism. 17 Morrison's 
text perfo rms th e blu es by singing of imp ossible lov e (D orcas-J oe), lost mothers, 
dead lover s (of alm ost every character), melan cholic moo ds (Violet drinking). 
Being blu e (or havin g th e blu es) at the etymological root of the word signifies 
being sorro wful, sad. Joe with a symb olically significant , unc onscious longing 
want s a blanket of th e color blue on th e bed he shares with Violet : henc e th eir 
recon ciliati on is not with out small sorrows. In Morri son 's novel black love is 
always blu e, lon ging for a heart that you can neither live ·v:it h nor without, as it is 
sun g both in jazz and in the blu es. 

Blues man. Black and blu esman. Blackth erefor e blue man. 
Everybo d:· knows you r name . 
Wher e-did-she-go-and-why man. So lonesome-I-could-die man. 
Everybo dy kno ws your name . (119) 

15 Pi ci, p. 380. 
16 Pici , p. 398. 
17 On blue s mu sic an d black liter atur e see Micha el G . Cooke, Afro -American Lite rature in the 20th 
Century. The A chin·e ment of Inti macy (New H aven and Londo n: Yale U niver sity Pres s, 1984). 

269 



ANNA KERCHY 

Like Beloved, Jazz has been inspired by a heartbreaking real story. In the 
Harlem of the 1920s a young black girl was shot by her sweetheart at a party, and 
bleeding to death she refused to reveal the identity of her murderer, trying to give 
him a chance to get away. James Van Der Zee's album of photos, The Harlem 
Book of the Dead features a picture of a dead girl lying in a casket, accompanied by 
an Owen Dodson poem. 18 Morrison wrote Jazz incited by this tragic, faithlessly 
faithful, wild and blue love. 19 The novel can be interpreted as a funeral song in 
memory of dead Dorcas, the story being a recollection of events leading to 
Dorcas's murder, with musical fragments remembering and mourning Dorcas. In 
traditional blues songs, grieving leads to spiritual healing, to settling accounts with 
the past, however, in jazz yearning never stops. As I will demonstrate in the 
following chapter, Jazz also sings the blues mourning the irremediable loss of the 
primary object of love, that is, of the Moth er. According to Roberta Rubenstein, 
Jazz, like the traditional original blues music, performs out both private pain and 
a "cultural .mourning" as well: a grief for lost lives and possibilities, inherent in the 
cultural memory of Afro-American experience, and at the same time a soothing 
reappropriation of lost cultural creati ons by the blue lamentation itself2° - even if 
this final soothing remains que stionable in \lo:-rison 's j;1zzy blue text. 

The characteristic \·ocal content of blues (wr sus instrumental jazz), the 
verbalization of melancholy in a lively, spoken language can be trac ed back to the 
oral nature of the Afro-American tradition. As Morrison herself claims, her work 
is "faithfully to reflect the aesthetic tradition of Afro-American culture [and] 
make conscious use of its art forms and translate them into print." 21 Furthermore, 
she emphasizes orality: "I have to rewrite, discard, and remove the print quality of 
language to put back the oral quality, where intonation, volume, gesture are all 
there," "writing is [ ... ] talking deep within myself," or "deep talking." 22 As Ryan 

18 James Van Der Zee, Owen Dodson, and Camille Billops, The Harlem Book of the Dead, foreword 
by Toni Morrison (Dobb s Ferry: Morgan and Ylorgan, 1978). The poem reads: "They lean over me 
and say: / Who deathed yo u, who, / who, who, who, who ... / I whisper 'Tell you pr esently / 
Shortly ... this evening.. I Tomorrow ... ' I Tomorrow is here / And you out there safe. / I'm safe 
in here, Tootsie." 
19 On Morrison's thoughts on this murder and on Van Der Zee's photo s see Gloria Naylor, "A 
Conversation: Gloria Naylor and Toni Morrison ," Conv ersations with Toni Morrison, ed. Danille 
_Taylor-Guthrie Gackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 188-218, p. 207. 
20 Rubenstein, p. 147. 
21 Ryan and Majozo, p.125. 
22 Tate, p . 126, p. 130. 
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and Conwill highlight, the call and response structure, the active participation 
expected from the listener-reader both in jazz music and in Jazz may be related on 
a historic al level to the "collectiv e authorship" und erly ing traditional Afro-
Am erican folk literatur e, black sermons and spiritu als with the aim of establishing 
a communal exp erience , a spiritual com munity so as to reinfor ce th e unity and 
solidarity of the black community. Jazz becomes a "site of mem ory," permitting 
the reconstruction of an enabling identi ty, of a hom e and a community. 23 

The long list of parallels betw een Mor rison' s writing styl e and traditional 
black art forms of expression may be conti nued . The rhythm of Jazz recall s the 
tarn-tarn drums of African tribes and slave work songs, black sermons or 
contemporary rap music . The other storie s behind the base plot, the (inter)pl ay of 
multiple m eanin gs, and frequ ent Biblical allusions (appl e, Eve, Adam, Par adise) 
remind us of the coded lan guage of slaves, of gospels and spirituals. The 
performati ve, repetiti ve, interactive and ope n-ended nature of spiritu als is echoed 
throughout the novel 's stylistic and textual compositi on. Th e viol ence in the 
lan guage of Jazz recalls toasts, ritual insult s and "the signify ing monkey" tradition. 
As Eusebio L Rodrigu es stresses, Morri son in Jazz combines black verna cular with 
standard English, jazz jargon, purified trib e dialect, and the lan guage of wome n 
between each other to invent a new language of her ov.-n, a dy na mic, audibl e text 
with an oral quality .24 Barbar a T. Chri stian calls Morrison' s textu al strat egy 
combining pers ona l voice with that of the folk "creating layered rhythms. "25 Most 
importantl y, Morrison succeeds in impregnating her text with jazz not onl y as 
with a mu sical for m but as with a fundamental black experi ence as we ll. Jazz 
reverberat es Nin a Simone's assertion : 

Jazz is not just music, it's a way of life, ir·s a way of being, a way of thinking. I 
think that the Negro in America is jazz. Everything he does-the slang he uses, 
the way he talks , his j.1rgon, the new inventive phr ases we make up to describe 
thin gs-all th at to me is jazz as much as th e mu sic we play. Jazz is not just 
music . It's the definiti on of the Afr o-Ame rican black.26 

23 Ryan and Majozo, p.132. 
'.'.' :' . .::!:igue,, pp. ~, ' 7 37. 
25 Barbara T. Chri stian, "Layered Rhythm s: Virg inia w·oolf and Toni Morrison ," Modern Fiction 
Studies 3/4 (Fall/ Winter 1993) 483-50 '.l, p. 484. 
26 Ryan and Majozo , p. 130. 
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Jazz is not just music. It is a definition of Morrison's subversive language as well, 
being open, complicated , experimental, provocative, playful and passionate. 27 

3 THE LANGUAGE OF DESIRE IN JAZ Z 

For Toni Morrison jazz symbolizes unfulfill ed longing, hunger, desire, incited by 
its own impossibility. 28 Her writing "all the time writing about love or its 
absence" 29 appears as a corpus of jazz masterpieces composed in the language of 
desire. In Jazz to o, the crucial question is "W ho is the Beloved?" 30 and wondering 
about this question, longing itself seems to predominate over the pote ntial 
fulfillment. Characters are yearning for the True Love depicted in the romantic 
movies and love-songs of the 1920s. Desiring infiltrates the City and becomes a 
veritable symptom of the spirit of th e Jazz Age. People long to find 
empowerment, their stronger, riskier, wild selves, and also their happiness, 
freedom, hom e and rest in the City. This paradoxical search for wildn ess and 
peace, the never- ending quest of som ething lost, th e melancholic mem ory of the 
mi ssing beloved becomes a leitmotif of th e no,·el, haunted by hunger, and hunting 
for love in th e "·ild words of a language combining yearning and corporeality, 
po etr y and madness, mourning and jouissance, a language moYed by the desire of 
the (m)other. 

3.1 Tracing Fugitive Desires: A H unt for Love ... 

According to Philip Page, the sto ry's principal m etaphor is hunting, thus the 
novel's archetypal father figure is called both "Hunt er's Hunter" and Henry 
LeStory. 31 The Story is associated with Hunting, Tracking, De siring. Henry 
LeStory , the lon ely black hunter in the forest (in the histo rical past) "fath ers" 

27 O n Morrison' s language use see Thomas LeC!air, "The Langu age Must Not Sweat: A 
Conversation with Toni :\!orrison," Conversations with Toni .Harrison, ed. Danille T aylor-Guthrie 
(Jackson: Univer sity Press of :\1ississippi , 1994), pp. 119-12 9. 
28 Morrison, "I Come," p. 4. 
29 Jane Bakerman, "The Seams Can't Show : An Interview with Toni Morrison," Conversations with 
Toni Morrison, ed. D ani lle Tavlor-Gurhrie Gackson: University Pres s of Mississippi, 1994), 30-43, p. 
40. 
30 Naylor, pp. 208-209. 
31 Philip Page, "Traces of Derrida in Jazz," African American Review 1 (Spring 1995) 55-67, pp. 57-
58. 
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both Wild, Joe's lost mother, whom Joe looks for in all his loves and Golden 
Gray, Violet's ultimate emblem of love, sprung from her grandmother's stories of 
a golden haired boy. (LeStory helps Wild in labor with Joe in his cottage, and he 
is the biological father of Golden Gray.) Hence LeStory is linked to both Joe's 
and Violet's missing primary objects of love, the story being about the 
impossibility of desire, never -ending longing - echoed in jazz music. Character s of 
Jazz are tracking in an infinite hunt the appropriate object of love apt to satisfy 
their hunger, yet they never seem to find it. The beloved always proves to be a 
displacement of the original object of love , love turn s impossible, ending in 
murder, disillusion, loss or a bittersweet nostalgic melancholy at best. 

Joe is hunting for D orcas in the same way as he tracked Wild, the 
uncivilized, naked madwoman sneaking in forests, his never-seen moth er who 
abandoned him, and left with out a trace C1llmving Joe to name himself in memory 
of her Joe Trace reinforcing the motif of tracking , tracing and desiring in the 
novel). Joe Ions Dorcas because he associates her with his lost mother. Th e girl 
fills the "empty nothing" (37) in Joe's heart left behind by his mother. Th e 
hoofmarks on Dorca s's face substitute Wild's tracks, the honey of Dorcas's body 
and the candies she eats correspond to Wild's honeycomb, Dorcas's bleeding 
shou lder displaces th e birds with red wings accompanying and signifying Wild, 
moreover Dorcas (as Violet) is referred to as "wild" (153, p.182). Dorcas and Wild 
fuse in Joe's imagination as th e same personal pron ou n indicates the two women : 
"But "•here is she?" refers to Wild, \Yhile in th e next sentence "There she is" 
designates Dorcas (184, 187). The d:,·ing Dorcas utt ers th e sentence: "I know his 
name but Mama won't tell" (193), and hence becomes completely one with Wild, 
th e lost primary object of Joe's desire, by her death repeatin g his primary loss, and 
re\·ealing the impossibility of desire: when desire is fulfilled, it must die. In a 
croo ked kind of love Joe can on h· touch his beloved, his mother-substitute by 
killing her , his gun is the caressing hand of the Freudian "double bind" when his 
arm reaches her. In the Bible D orcas is an early Chr·istian seamstress who dies 
suddenly and is resurr ected by the apostle Petert hence Dorcas could symbolize 
the resurrected mother, lost again. 

Violet in an inn er monologue thinks that Joe searches in Dorcas for 
somebody else, her (Violet's) younger self or "somebody golden, like my own 
golden boy" (97), for the target of Violet's longing is Golden Gray, "who I never 
saw but who tore up my girlhood as surely as if we'd been th e best of lovers" (97). 

32Ryan and Majozo, p. 137. 
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Violet was "made crazy about" the golden boy by her grandmother's, True Belle's 
stories of the illegitimate mulatto child with the golden hair, an eternal child, an 
imaginary lover who is held on to when Violet embraces Joe. Violet recognizes 
the fugitive, displaced, impossible nature of desire saying "Standing in the cane, he 
0 oe] was trying to catch a girl he was yet to see, but his heart knew all about 
[Dorcas, Wild?], and me, holding on to him but wishing he was the golden boy I 
never saw either. Which means from the very beginning I was a substitute and so 
was he" (97). However, as the chain of substitutions does not end with Dorcas 
substituting Violet, but from Dorca s leads to Wild, the primary object of Violet's 
desire is beyond Golden Gray displaced 6:-· Joe. 

A central passage of the text, repeated and reformulated twice by the 
narrative voice is that of Golden Gray arriving at Hunter's Hunter LeStory's 
house carrying the pregnant unconscious Wild on his horse. Allegorical figures of 
desire are juxtaposed in this highly symbolic scene, bearing considerable 
significance on a metatextual level as well, hiding the emblematic coming to text, 
the birth of the text as ultimate object of desire. Golden Gray is imagined 
standing next to a well that appears as th e enigmatic source and target of the text, 
the Omphalos, the center of the labyrinth, the bull's eye of all tracking and 
desiring: 

I want him to stand next to a well dug quite clear from tree s so twigs and leaves 
will not fall into the deep water, and while standing there in shapely light, his 
fingertips on the rim of the stone, his gaze at no one thing, his mind soaked 
and sudden with sorrow, or dry and brittle with the hopelessness that comes 
from knowing too little and feeling too much (so brittle, so dry he is in danger 
of the reverse: feeling no thing ,rnd ~nO\\·ing e\·erything). (161) 

This sorrowful and hopeless well, mir ro ring Golden Gray and Wild, may be 
interpreted as the wry same one into which Viol et's mother, Rose Dear plunged 
when she committed suicide (102). Thus, the recurring motif of the well can serve 
as a clue that leads (also) to Violet's primary object of desire, to her lost mother. 
Violet herself feels the mother-hunger when (after several miscarriages and 
sleeping with dolls) she begins to fall in Joye with the dead Dorcas, associating her 
with Golden Gray, a child she has ne\ er had . Thus Dorcas's death signifies 
simultaneously matricide, as Joe kills and touches his beloved mother in Dorcas, 
and infanticide (coupled with matricide) as well, as Violet cuts the face of dead 
Dorcas at the funeral as that of her never-had child, associated with the Ur-Child, 
Golden Gray (who is also a substitute of the mother, Rose Dear, via the shared 
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enigma of the well). Violet's aggressive cut, earning her the name Violent, is a 
result of her excessive urge to touch, to relate, to love. 

Dorcas's name can be considered as an anagram of the word "sacred," 
evoking the archaic meaning of "sacer," sacred and profane at the same time, like 
the maternal body, like the dead. Ryan and Conwill note that according to the 
Egyptian Book of the Dead, ancient Egyptians cut the corpse ritually for spiritual 
release and for the beginning of a new life.33 Unlike most of the critics, I argue 
that Violet's cutting of Dorcas's face, and then her "rebirth" as a new Violet, and 
her reunion with Joe after Dorcas's death is not a renewal, a reassuring reunion, a 
reconciliation and a "release,'.' as Ryan and Conwill think, 34 nor is it the 
celebration of the powe r of subjectivity and of a new possibilit y of grown-up love 
as Elizabeth M. Cannon claims_Js Neither do I agree with Terry Otten's argument 
on horrific love bringing a final, regenerative and soothing release. 36 A close 
reading of one of the iinal seemingh· iddlic and happy-end-like passages proves 
that longing do es not stop , desire cannot be satisfied or pacified, and that Joe and 
Violet keep on yearning for the impossible, for the lost objec t of love or for 
desiring irseli. ·'Lying next to her , his head turned toward the window, he sees 
through the glass darkness taking the shape of a shoulder with a thin line of 
blood. Slowly, slowly it forms itself into a bird with a blade of red on th e wing. 
Meanwhile Violet rests her hand on his chest as though it were the sunlit rim of a 
·well ... " (224-225). Joe and Viol et are lying side by side in their bed under the 
symbolically blue blanket and instead of thinking of each other in the "adult way" 
put forward by Deyris Paquet 37 and Cannon/' the blues of desire recalls in Joe the 
bleeding shoulder of Dorcas associated ,,-ith the red-winged birds signifying Wild, 
while Violet yearns for the sunshine of a golden boy 's h air and for the well, a 
symbol shared by Rose Dear and Golden Gray. The signified of desire keep 
fleeing yet seducing, and it is only the substitutive displacement that one can hold 
in her/his arms. D esire is like Violet's parrot saying "I love you": first it is 
nurtured, then when released it either freaes to death or flies free, only to be 

33 Ryan and Majozo, p. n:-
34 R v,1n and Majozo, p. 13S. 
35 Eliz.1beth M. Cannon, "Following th e Traces of female Desire in T oni Morrison's Jazz," African 
Ameri can Review 2 (Summ er 1997) 235-248 , p. 246. 
36 Otten, p. 664. 
37Marie Anne Deyris Paquet, "Toni Morrison·s Jazz and the City," African American Review 2 
(Summer 2001) 219-232, p. 227. 
38 Cannon, p. 246. 
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replaced by another parrot taught to say "I love you": it is forever displaced. I 
reject Linden Peach's interpretation of th e conclusion of the novel, namely that a 
monogam ous, faithful, mature love is reached by Joe and Violet as a counterpoint 
to the new (a)morality of Jazz Age. 39 ln my reading the fugitive natu re, the 
constant displacement of the couple's desires and the impossibility of a final 
fulfillment (that would put an end to desire) echoes the quest for happiness in the 
artificial, imaginary Paradise of the City, and the vibrating instability of the Era, 
as well as the infinite longing of jazz mu sic, and the functioning of the literary 
text itself. 

3. 2 Father's Language, Mother Tong,te: Words for Wild 

This fugitive characteristic of desire evokes the functioning of language: floating 
signifiers never succeed in touching the sliding signified. Feelings, thoughts, ideas 
can never be formulated precisely via the representational system, in the jailhouse 
of language. Communicati on, as love , becomes probl em atic. According to 
poststructuralist psychoanalytical th eory (marked by the names of Jacques Lacan 
and Julia Krist eva among others) the speak ing subject is constituted via a primary 
loss: during the process of socialization, entering the realm of language, 
Symbolization and representation (faced "'-·ith traumas of the Mirror Stage and of 
Oedipalization) the subject has to ren ounce the preverb al Semiotic bli ss, the 
primary perfect union with the mother, as (s)he exchanges mother's body for the 
Language of the Father. 40 Thus the constitution of the speaking and writing 
subject, of the autonomous individual is accompanied by the loss of the prim ary 
object of love, by a symbolic matricide. Th e entry into language separates from 
the pre-Oedipal, pre-verbal harmonic symb iosis with the maternal body. Yet, 
paradoxically , language use, writing is a compensatory activity, an impossible 
attempt trying to recuperate the lost beloved, the good vibration of the maternal 
body by the pleasure of the text, the rhythm, repetition, musicality and poeticity 
of the literary language. 4 1 Thus the liter ary text is at the same time a "rape-text" 
and a "m other-text," 42 "matricid e" and "incest," 43 intertwining the "Symbolic" 

39 Linden Peach, Toni i\Jorrison (London: Macmill an Modern :\ ovelists, 199 5), p. 127. 
40 Jacques Lacan, "The ~lirror Stage as Formative of the Function of the I as revealed in 
Psychoana lytic Experience," J!odem Lit erary Theory: A reader, ed. Philip Rice and Patrici a Waugh 
(Edward Arnold, 1992),pp. 122-127 . 
41 Julia Kristeva, La revo lut ion d:1 langage poetique (Pa ris: Seuil, Essays, 1985). 
42 Helene Cixous, La Jeun e Nee (Paris: UGE. 12/18, 1975). 
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language of the Father with (the longing for) the maternal body's blissful, 
preverbal, "Semiotic" realm. 44 

This ambiguity of the literary text, the melancholic longing for the lost 
maternal is voiced in Morrison's text as well: "Violet had the same thought: 
Mama. Mama? Is this where you got to and couldn't do it no more? The place of 
shade without trees where you know you are not and never again will be loved by 
anybody who can choose to do it? W'here everything is over but the talking?" (110) 
(my emphasis). According to poststructuralist theory, desire vibrates every 
literary text, the nostalgia of the maternal body and of the missed primary 
jouissance become engines of the text. By the end of the novel the narrati ve 
voice confesses to hav e believed that desirin g flesh "hangs on to wells and a 
boy's golden hair, would just as soon inhale sweet fire caused by a burning girl 
as hold a maybe-yes mayb e-no hand." The voice continues by saying "I don't 
believe that anymore, " hence playing down the validity of the substitutive 
objec ts of desire. Acc ording to the ,·oice, "Something is missing there . 
Something rogue. Something else you have to figure in before you can figure it 
out" (228). This missing part, desired , never successfully displa ced, never 
reached can be interpreted as the "nowhere-everywhere" mother, th e desir e of 
the mother that is experienced ("figure in") preverbally ("before figure it out"), 
to become in languag e a rogue absence blasting and blessing the text, vibrating 
wild words. In my opinion, in Toni Morrison' s Jazz a poetic, musical, jazzed 
text is woven and waved by a desire th;1t turns out to be the desire of the lost 
m other, giving birth to the rhnhmically pul satin g, dynamically repetitiv e, 
erotically open text . Thus th e passage of Joe and Violet, lying (in both senses of 
the wo rd) in each ot hers arms, thinking of lost beloved mothers, ends with the 
phrase: "... and down there somebody is gathering gifts (lead pencils, Bull 
Durham, Jap Rose Soap) to distribute to them all" (225) (my emphasis) . The 
phrase by recalling the expression "to put lead in one' s pencil," that is a male 
slang for a full erection, suggests that mother's body is not only exchanged for 
the Language of the Father, but that symbolic discourse and corporeal energies 
fuse in the vibrating text of desire. The melancholy of desiring and mi ssing 
Mother is compensat ed for by gifts of pencil, that is by the coming to text, by 
the birth of the literar y text itself. Neverthele ss, th e noun "das Gift" means 

43 Melanie Klein, "Reflexions sur l'Orestie," Em.:ie et gratitude et autre essais (Paris: Gallimard, 1997), 
pp. 188-219. 
44 Kristeva, pp. 17-100 . 
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poison m German, while pencils are made of poisonous lead: they can only 
lead to a text that is bittersweet substitution, forever painful-pleasurable 
displacement, never ending desire .45 

3.3 Writing Wild from Desiring Bodies (Mother, Madness, Melancholy: Melody) 

French psychoanalytical feminist theor y (the prominent thinkers are Helene 
Cixous, Luce Irigaray, Julia Kristeva) introduces the term "ecriture feminine," 
denoting a specifically feminin e mode of writing, defined as a "volcanic," 
"heterogeneous" writing from an endle ss body without end, "writing in [the] 
white ink" of mother's milk,46 introducing corporeality, libidinal energies, drives 
and desires of the preverbal, maternal Semiotic realm into the text so as to disrupt 
symbolic, phallogocentric language from within. Kristeva uses the expression 
"revolutionary poetic language" referring to discourse vibrated by the repetition, 
rhythm, alliteration, the transformation of language, transverbal practices and the 
breaking loose of passions, and claiming th at men can also perform this subversive 
feminine writing. 47 

All these strategies of ecriture feminine can be traced in Jazz: the base 
melody, the main plot of love and murd er is retold, rep eated several times in the 
rhythmic, musical and poetic langua ge incited by jazz mu sic, and vibrated by 
desire and longing for th e mother. In J,1zz "jazzing the text, " writing in the 
language of desire and ecriture feminine intertwine. Morrison when writing 
compares herself to a dancer beyond gravity, for her writing is "energetic, 
balanced, fluid and in repose." And as she claims, "there is always the possibility 
of growth, I could never hit the highest note so I'd never have to stop"" 8 

- this is 
Cixous's writing from an endless bod y without end . Morri son wrote her thesis 
on, and has been certainly influenced by Virginia Woolf and William Faulkner, 49 

both characterized by the experim ent al stream of consciousness technique, 
uncannily recalling ecriture feminine, jazzy text, and Morr ison's dramatic inner 
monologues written from/ on lo\·ing bodies, inspired by the un speakable 

45 I would like to thank ::\ora Sellei for calling my attention to the lead-poison, "Gift" -poison 
parallels , as well as Pet er D oherty for highlighting the meaning of the male slang expression. 
46 Helene Cixous, "The Laugh of Medusa, " Fenzinisms: An Anthology of Lite rary Theory and 
Crit icism, ed. Robyn R. Warhol , Diane Price Hern dl (Rutger s University Press, 1991), 334-350. 
47Knsteva, pp. 70-100. 
48 LeClair, p. 120. 
49 Christian , pp. 483-500. 
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maternal entity haunting every text of desire. Longing for and writing in "white 
mother's milk" can be revealed as a motor vibrating the text in Jazz. 

The narrative voice thinking of the beloved Golden Gray reflects on the 
language of the text of desire: 

I want to dream a nice dream for him, and another of him. Lie down next to 
him, a wrinkle in the sheet, and contemplate his pain and by doing so ease it, 
diminish it. I want to be the language that wishes him well, speaks his name, 
wakes him when his eyes need to be open. I want him to stand next to a well ... 
(161) 

A "language wishing well," calming and soothing is associated with the "well," the 
maternal metaphor of the text: the pleasure of the literary text signifies a 
momentary return to mother. This hypothesis is reinforced by a close reading 
revealing that' the "language wishing him," the narrative voice "want[ing] him" 
desires the lost mother in Golden Gray. Similarly, lying down next to him, 
contemplating his pain and diminishing it by doing so is an allegory of "incest and 
matricide" in the literary text, trying to heal symbolically in vain the primary 
loss, implanting never-ending desire into the text. 

The narrative voice musing over the incompetences of her writerly strategy, 
realizing the impossibility of her project aiming to name unspeakable desires of 
Joe, Violet, Dorcas and herself, invites the wild mother in her text: "She has seen 
me and is not afraid of me. She hugs me. Understands me. Has given me her 
hand. I am touched by her. Released in secret. I Now I know" (221) (my emphasis). 
Touched by the Wild Mother, the text is infected by Wild Words: the preverbal 
"language," the song, the laughter, the moan and the cry of \Xlild invade the text, 
disseminating meanings and "jazzing," maddening the text, turning it into a 
rhythmic, repetitive, musical flow, ,1 new, "other" discourse, the language of the 
(m)other. On its very first page, Jazz begins with the preverbal sound "Sth" 
instead of a word, associated with the word "woman" ("Sth, I know that woman" 
[3]). In the epigraph the Goddess of Thunder speaks up, identifying herself as the 
"name of the sound" and "the sound of the name," "the sign of the letter" and the 
"designation of the division," suggesting that the text is disseminated, shattered, 
exploded from within Yia a female Yoice - perhaps that of a mother, a goddess, a 
dead girl or a jazz diseuse ... 

According to Andrea. O'Reilly, Wild is the physical embodiment of the 
unrepresentable repressed maternal Semiotic realm disrupting the Symbolic 
language with the uncontrollable excess and the polymorphously perverse desires 
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of the primary feminine space returning to haunt, to destabilize the conventional 
language use and the traditional narrative. 50 Wild writes from her body, 
communicating via corporeal traces, touching, laughter and song resembling a 
"combination of running water and wind in high trees" (176). Illogically, O'Reilly 
concludes that for Jazz's characters "finding their mothers' gardens" signifies not 
only a return to their original selves and the discovery of whole, complete 
selfhoods (a paradox in itselD, but also a happy reconciliation with the mother. 5 1 

O'Reilly fails to realize that touching the mother via the substitutive hand (or 
gun?) of symbolic language is an impossible project, a Sisyphian effort that can 
only bring momentary soothing, unable to satisfy desire for good. Tracing the 
mother (Wild) there is only "a river called Treason to rely on" (221), for she is 
"everywhere and nowhere" (179). "Aching words [of the symbolic language can 
only] set, then miss the mark" (219). In my reading, the text is not so much a 
joyous celebration of mothering, but a more blues-like melancholic nostalgia felt 
for the mother, the revelation of her never-ending desire in the text, and of the 
momentary bliss when the "fort-und-da"-like repetitive rhythm of the text 
touches the mother . It is th e musicality of Jazz th at remembers, echoes the never-
ending song of Morris on's mother. 'c H o\w\·er, the recup eration of the prev erbal 
good vibration is only momentary, it is longing, desiring and melancholy that 
predominate the text, turning the tale of cultural mourning of lost possibilities, 
and of the mourning of the dead beloved Dorcas into a mourning of th e mother 
as ,veil. Passion is sublimated into text, melancholy and loss become engines of 
creative writerly energy. 53 Morrison herself claims to have recognized herself as a 
writer after a period of melancholic mourning, when she felt herself as a "vessel" 
(a maternal entity), and realized she "could hear things." 54 Thus, having the blues 
may allow the verbalization of melancholy's melodic yearning. 

The "desire of the mother" works as a polysemic concept in Jazz. Th e 
mother is desired by the writing subject, infecting her text with the primary 
yearning for the Semiotic ("mother text "), and, on the other hand, the mother 

50 Andrea O'Reilly, "In Sea~ch of My Mother's Garden, I Found My Own: ~1other-Love, Healing, 
and Identity in Toni Morris on 's Jazz," African American Review 3 (Fall 1996) 367-380, p. 375. 
51 O'Reilly, p. 377. 
52 On Morrison's memories of her singing mother see Fussell, pp. 280-287, and Morrison, "I 
Come," pp. 4-13 . 
53 On the psychological and literary analysis of melancholy see Julia Kristeva, Black Sun: Depression 
and Melancholia (New York : Columbia University Press, 1989). 
54 Tate, p. 128. 
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appears as a desiring woman herself, contaminating with her wild passion (the 
passion of Wild) all the other female figures. As Doreatha Drummond Mbalia 
remarks, traces of Wild are disseminated everywhere throughout the novel, Wild 
is present in all women, in the City, in jazz music. Mbalia associates wildness with 
the rage of Afro-American women resulting from their oppression. 55 Elaborating 
on Mbalia's argument, it is worth noting another aspect that contributes to 
Morrison's characteristic style just as her being an Afro-American woman: all 
women in Jazz share the wildness of sexual desire, turning the novel into an 
eroticized text. Women's desire falls beyond the ideologically prescribed passive 
feminine sexuality or the monogamous reproductive economy of the 
heteronormative scenario governed by hierarchical gender oppositions. Female 
desire in Jazz is polymorphously perverse, excessive, wild. "Excessive, generous, 
wide spirited loves" 56 are beyond the traditional femininity. Violet seeks her 
beloved in Joe, in a boyfriend, in Dorcas, in Golden Gray, in Dear Rose, and in 
Felice. Dorcas desires Joe, Acton and the brothers alike. \'v'ild roams the forest 
touching Hunter's Hunter, Golden Gray, and as a symbol of threatening yet 
tempting female sexuality haunts all men around her. Female desire is uncentered, 
unlimited, dispersed, characterized by risk, excess and what Cixous calls a 
"libidinal economy of gift." 57 Dorcas, faithlessly faithful, bleeding to death 
without revealing the name of her murderer-lover is a par excellence example of 
excess in love, of nonproductive expenditure. Viol et 's love is violent, she can only 
touch the beloved Dorcas by cutting her face with a knife (thus penetrating her 
"·ith a phallic symbol). Wild bites Hunte,·'s Hunter face instead of kissing him. 
Sexual hunger, excess and jouissancc lie at the heart of jazz music, and 
consequently at the heart of Morrison's jazzed and eroticized text. 

According to its definition , ecriture feminine is fueled by female jouis sance, 
by the volcanic pleasures of the female body, constituting a rhythmic, cyclic, 
open text of desire written from the bod y providing the pleasure of the text to its 
reader. According to Cann on, the function of jazz music is to awaken th e 
listeners' sexual desire s.58 Consequently, I think, Morris on's jazz writing return s 

55 Doreatha Drummond ~lbalia, "Women \\.ho Run With Wild : Th e Ne ed for Sisterh oo d in jaz z," 
Mod ern Fiction Studies 3/4 (Fall/ Winter 1993) 623-646, p. 625. 
56 N aylor, p. 208. 
57 Cixous, La Jeune Nee, pp.155- 63. 
58 Cannon, p. 237. 

281 



ANNA KERCHY 

to the original sexually charged meaning of jazz, of "jazz me, baby." 59 An erotic 
text full of sexual metaphors and allusions is produced - as in this sentence: "[ ... ] 
licking his licorice stick, tickling the ivories, beating his skins, blowing off his 
horn while a knowing woman sang ain't nobody going to keep me down you got 
the right key baby but the wrong keyhole you got to get it bring it and put it 
right here [ ... ]" ( 60). Yearning, jealousy, sexual excitement and hunger are equally 
incorporated in a jazzy and erotic text resounding (and becoming itself) the flow 
of desire: 

Take her to Indigo on Saturday and sit way back so they could hear the music 
wide and be in the dark at the same time, at one of those round tables with a 
slick black top and a tablecloth of pure white on it, drinking rough gin with 
that sweet red stuff in it so it looked like soda pop, which a girl like her ought 
to have ordered instead of liquor she could sip from the edge of a glass wider at 
the mouth than at its base, with a tiny stem like a flower in between while her 
hand, the one that wasn't holding the glass shaped like a flower, was under the 
table drumming out the rhythm on the inside of his thigh, his thigh, his thigh, 
thigh, thigh, and he bought her underwear with stitching done to look like 
rosebuds and violets, VIOLETS, don't you know, and she wore it for him thin 
as it was and too cold for a room that couldn't count on a radiator to work 
through the afternoon while I was where? (95) 

The desiring body in its corporeality is a crucial leitmotif of Jazz on a 
thematic level, yet it also directs the structure, organizes the plot and destabilizes, 
infects language by the subversive potentials of the unspeakable materiality of the 
body. The body in the text and the text on the body are equally transgressive, 
excited by desire. Bodies, from the very first "train-dance" to the City, in clubs, in 
streets, on rooftops alike, are moving sensually to the sexually stimulating rhythm 
of jazz. In fact, the entire body is marked by the longing of jazz: "knees in full 
view, lip rouge red as hellfire, burnt matchsticks rubbed on eyebrows, fingernails 
tipped with blood" (56). Jazz turns (people) hungry for love, the dancer cannot be 
separated from the dance. Jazz is the voice of the flesh, in the dance the body is 
everything, "a badly dressed body is nobody at all" (65). In the "society of 
spectacle" of the Jazz Age, persons are identified with their bodies as targets of 
desire: "The girls have red lips and their legs whisper to each other through silk 
stockings. The red lips and the silk flash power. A power they will exchange for 
the right to be overcome, penetrated" (182). The new, jazzy women, the flappers 

59 On the etymology of "jazz me, baby" see Rodrigues, p. 735. 
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of the 1920s open their bodies, live the sexual liberation celebrated by jazz, and 
cannot be described but in an eroticized language: "she is clipping quickly down 
the big city street in heels, swinging her purse, or sitting on a stoop with a cool 
beer in her hand, dangling her shoe from the toes of her foot, the man, reacting to 
her posture, to soft skin on stone, the weight of the building stressing the delicate, 
dangling shoe, is captured" (34). Dancers seem to become one body, "sharing a 
partner's pulse like a second jugular" (65). Taking up the rhythm of jazz is like 
making love, the text is pervaded by the language of corporeality, of the desiring 
body. The writing on the body intertwin es with the ecriture feminin e-like, jazzy 
and erotic writing from the body. 

Pains and pleasures are written on bodies marked by desire. Neola's "clutch 
of arm to breast" seems to wish to "hold the pieces of her heart in her hand" (63), 
paralyzed when left by her treacherous lover. According to Marie Anne Deyris 
Paquet, the traces on Dorcas's bad skin indirectly testify to the traumas of her 
childhood, that is the loss of her par ents .60 However, in my opinion, the 
hoofmarks on Dorcas's cheeks can also be the tracks of Wild, traces of Joe's 
desire. Violet's violent expression of love, the cut on dead Dorcas's face opens the 
way to remembering, that is the re-membering of the beloved's body in the 
reconstruction of the narrative. Jo e's two color eyes and Violet's "wayward 
mouth" and "renegade tongue" (24) signify their heterogeneous, decentered, 
neurotic identities, destabilized by desire. As Vikki Bell highlights, the 
performance of the racialized body can be revealed in the light-skinned Golden 
Gray's quest for his "nigger" father, "the blackest man in the world" (157, 172), as 
in the nauseatingly black and naked \X'ild's absence-presence, while Dorcas's light 
skin and straightened hair signify the stylization of the black body. 61 The search 
for light bodies (that of Dorcas and of Golden Gray) by black characters may 
mark the impossibility of desire . Desire is written on the body and the desiring 
body, the language of co rporeality writes the text . 

The language of corporeality speaks in the tongue of the mad body as well. 
Violet is the madwom an in the text . By her violent, abnormal, neur ot ic acts - as 
throwing her favorite parrot saying "I love you" out into the street, stealing a baby, 
sitting down in the middle of the street, imitating her hu sband's dead love r, cutting 
D orcas' s corpse at th e funeral - she repeats Wild 's, the mother trope's wild desires 

60 Paquet, p. 226. 
61 Bell, "Passing and Narrative in Toni Morrison 's Jazz," Social Identities 2 (June 1996) 221-2 37, pp. 
225-226. 
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and unlimited, heterogeneous self. Her madness is reflected in her language as well, 
tainting the text of Jazz. She· has a "renegade tongue ," a "wayward mouth," 
responsible for her verbal "collapses" (24), letting her unconscious speak up, 
disturbing language and mind alike. Th e uncontrollable slips of her tongue, her 
wild, delirious monologues are varied by her incomprehensible, melancholic 
silences. The narrative voice is often infected by Violet's linguistic madness. It claims 
to be omnipr esent and objective, knowin g everything and unreliable, influenced by 
personal feelings. The narrati ve is full of gaps, silences and uncertainties and it is 
repetitive, loquacious, full of mani ac, endlessly flow ing monologues. Trying to 
remember Jo e's and Violet's going to the City "nothing comes to mind," 
nevertheless the forgetful voice imm ediately after this statement recalls seven pages 
of memories of this journey (29-36). In the City language is treated "like the same 
intricate, malleable toy designed for their play" (33), this langu age lies, heats your 
blood, then disappe ars (37). The language of th e City, that is the language of desire, 
jazz and madness is spoken by Violet and th e other Violet as well, for Violet's 
identity is that of a schizophrenic split -persona lity, a borderline case stumbling 
through cracks and gaps, splitting Violet's life, self and language alike. "That Violet is 
not somebody walking round town, up and down the str eets wearing my skin and 
using my eyes shit no that Violet is me" (96). That Violet is Violet's violent self, a 
neu rotic "other," cutting a girl's dead face, embodying unc onscious repress ed drives 
and desires, a Woolfian Septimus in Violet speaking with trees (216) in the 
revolutionary poetic language of th e crazy female body, a madwoman in the text 
jazzing and maddening the narra tive. Morrison's aim is to project the self into 
language with "space between words, as though the self were really a twin or a thirst 
or a friend or something that sits right next to you and watches you." 62 The other is 
embraced in the un canny language of the lunatic, Violet's and Morrison's own. 

Toni Morrison in the preface of her Playing in the Dark, analyzing Marie 
Cardinal's novel, unv eils the "nerve-wracking," "visceral," "emotional and int ellectual" 
jazz musi c of Armstrong as a trope of nervous breakd own and mental disorder. 6

' Jazz 
music seems to fulfill the same symbolic function in Violet's mind, reflecting her 
emotional disturbance and fluid identit y, her melanch olic silences and hysteric 

62 Naylo r, p. 208. 
63 Toni 1forrison, Playing in ihe Dark. Whiteness and Literary Imagination (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, London : Harvard University Press , 1992). 
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outbursts, the "innarrable cracks"64 of her mind, just as the impossible desires of her 
split self. Cannon and O'Reilly claim that Violet by the end of the novel succeeds in 
uniting her two selves reaching a full, complete and coherent identity. 65 In my reading 
Violet's personality is not that unproblematic, for the decisive passage, a conversation 
between the Dorcas-substitute Felice and Violet on Violet's other and her split self may 
be interpreted in a way different from that of the above-mentioned critics. ,, 'How did 
you get rid of her?'/ 'Killed her . Then I killed the me that killed her.'/ 'Who's left?'/ 
'Me'" (209). It is not self evident that the other, violent Violet becomes suppressed, leav-
ing a coherent me behind, since the question "Who's left?" can be read both as "Who 
is left?," meaning "Who remains behind?" and as "Who has left?," meaning "Who 
departed?" In the second reading the killing of the other Violet seems either impossible 
(finally it is the me leaving and not the other) or resulting in the denial of one's own 
personality (if one denies the stranger, the other, the unconscious in herself she denies 
her being a heterogen eous subject). The other Violet can stay behind in the form of an 
unspeakable limitless desire exciting self and te:xc, revealing a "subject and meaning in 
pro cess/ on trial, "66 vibrated by the rhythm of jazz. Carolyn M. Jones argues that the 
jazz writing used by Morrison is a form demonstrating a performative, improvis-
ational and fluid identity. 67 In my view, this postmodern concept of identity is shared 
by the contemporary reader, thus a bond is established, and the delirious, erotic, 
desiring voice of the jazz-text touches the reader where it hurts and soothes the most. 

4/NPLACEOFCON CLUS!ON. THE VO!CEOFTHEBOOK 

"You cm start anywhe re - Jazz as Communication -
sm;:e it ·s a circle and you yo urself are the dot in the 
midd le. You , me . [ ... ] w ith yo u in the middle - jazz is 
onh · what yo u ,·ourself get out of it." 

(Langston Hughes)" 

Toni Morrison's Jazz challenges its reader to part1c1pate actively in the 
composition of the jazz story and text, filling in gaps, musing over mysteries, 

64 Caro lyn M. Jones, "Traces and Cracks: Identity and Narrative in Toni Morrison's Jazz," African 
American Review 3 (Fall 1997) 481-496, p. 486. 
65 Cannon , p. 246, O'Reill y, p. 373. 
66 Kristeva, La revolution, p. 37. 
67Jones, p. 481. 
68 Ryan and Majozo, p. 130. 
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tracking disseminated meanings, tracing floating signifiers, playing with open 
possibilities at the numerous entrances and exits of the self-deconstructive text, 
vibrating sensitive chords, voicing written melodies. Roland Barthes would call 
Jazz a "writerly text of jouissance," inciting the reader's cooperation and 
providing the "pleasure of a text," 69 not simply that of real literature but also of 
true love. The reader is involved in the text (s)he cannot help being ravished, 
excited or deranged, feeling touched and marked by a unique language that is at 
the same time yearning and violent, a language tainted by desire and sensual 
corporeality, by melancholy and mourning, by silence, madness and music. 
Morrison's text, as a genuine ecriture feminine "steals words and makes them 
fly," 70 cheating words with words it transgresses symbolic language, shows ways 
of flight from the jailhouse of language, and provides heterogeneous, alternative 
identifications (with the desiring subject-in-process or the polyphonic, choral 
narrative voices) beyond the ideologically prescribed subject position. The 
reader of jazz, liberated, can embrace - beyond (yet within) the Language of the 
Father - subversive languages of the "other." A Semiotic, renegade mother-
tonguc, body talk, languages of madness, revolutionary, rhythmic poetry and 
melodious music weave the text functioning as a "desire machine," narrating 
( on the thematic level), echoing ( on the stylistic, linguistic level), exciting ( on 
the receptive level) and operated by (on the level of the plot and of the deeper 
motor of text) yearning. Talking about love is a verbalized displacement of 
lovemaking. Reading about love can be very close to an amorous, affectionate 
encounter. Morrison, by an ingenious twist, ends (or rather leaves open-
ended) her novel on desire by an unusual vow of love, that of the Book to its 
Reader. The erotic Text in love is sexually attracted to the Reader, offering 
her/him the love in the text and the love of the text, the pleasure of the 
Barthesian writerly reader cooperation. Reading, making the text, making 
(and disseminating) meanings equals making love with the text, in a dangerous 
liaison infected by desire, madness, mourning, sex and wild jazz. The reader's 
touch can remake the text, interpreting its embrace varying according to 
fugitives desires, past loves and intenextual background, and can produce a 
new jazzing text of desire, a fruit, a memento of this love between Book and 
Reader, a new r(ead)ing in the endless chain of interpretations, an answer to 

69 On the pleasure of the "texte scriptible" see Roland Barthes, Le Plaisir du Texte (Paris: Seuil, 
1973). 
70 Cixous, "The Laugh," pp. 343-344. 
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the invitation to dance, a playful performance to the rhythm of free jazz. 
Morrison's text speaks up in a melodic and metatextual, lovingly inviting 
"deep voice." 

That I have loved only you, surrendered my whole self reckless to you and nobody 
else. That I want you to love me back and show it to me. That I love the way you 
hold me, how close you let me be to you. I like your fingers on and on, lifting, 
turning. I have watched your face for a long time now, and missed your eyes when 
you went away from me. Talking to you and hearing you answer - that's the kick. 

But I can't say that aloud, I can't tell anyone that I have been waiting 
for this all my life and that being chosen to wait is the reason I can. If I 
were able I'd say it. Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it and 
I am free to let you, because look, look. Look where your hands are. 
Now. (229) 

And the reader must respond. The present paper is a work of love, my Reader self 
and the Book dancing "close and shameless or apart and wild" (58) to the tune of 
jazz, of Jazz. 
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Who's Afraid of Content-Driven Criticism? 

An Introduction to Erica Jong for the Brave 

We might want to reconsid er our formali st criti cal attitudes to literature along the 
lines suggested by the questi on imm orta lised by Stanl ey Fish: "Is the re a text in 
this class?"1 Rather than staying with the notion of int erpr et ive communities, 
however, I w ould lik e to use th e question as a wake -up call to redire ct attention 
from theory to text, and allow our seh ·es to ask anoth er imp ortant question: "Is 
this text about anythin g?" We may find out , as a reward for our infinite courage, 
that for a text to be "seriously, even passionately, about some thing," as the 
eminent postmodernist novelist and auth or of fictional aut obiographi es John 
Barth insisted the case should be ,2 is not, after all, mutu ally exclusive with the text 
being poetic ally creat ed, ver bally spectacular, or structurall y impeccable; we may 
indeed conclude that for a text to be about somethin g will not nec essarily 
diminish the pleasur es of th e text. 

Why would it preclud e any pleasur e indeed, one might wonder. Th e answer 
leads into the heart of academ ic debates about the liter ary canon and th e power 
struggles conducted around inclusion and exclusion of student bodie s, bodies of 
texts, and memb ers of staff. Th ere are losses to suffer and pri vileges to gain, all 
hanging in the balance. The dangers of havin g to sit throu gh defences of 
dissertations where one nev er eYen heard of the author s' n ames, let alone read the 
works discus sed, will have to be pitched against th e freedom t o study what on e is 

1 Stanley Fish, Is There a Text in This C!.1ss? The A uthority of Interpretiv e Com mu nities (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard Universi t~· Press, 1980). 
2 John Barth , Chimera (Gre en wich , Conn. : Fawcett Cre st, 1973), p. 36. 
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interested in; the fear of having to see wonderful works of literature one has 
practically grown up with pushed to th e margin of interest will have to be 
weighed against the sense of discov ery th at literature can me an a body of texts 
relevant to the lives and respective backgr ounds of the researchers in quite direct 
ways; the concern that the world and academia will go to the dogs if we step on 
this unstable ground of shifting values will have to be measured against the faith 
that critical guidance can be offered on any number of different literatures with 
equal thoroughness, virtuosity and eruditi on. A new syllabus may lead to a new 
department and to a loss of inter est in an old subject. Engli sh literature may 
follow in the footsteps of Latin and Anci ent Gr eek literatures - they offered the 
tools and approaches to use on the literatur es springing up at the fringes of the old 
cultures. This time th e language may be set forever, but the content will vary 
dr astically. 

Content, how ever, is such a critical minefield . H ow can we avoid taking 
content personally? How can we avoid making assumpti ons? And this is pre cisely 
th e core of contention. Literature was invented to be tak en per sonally ; and we all 
make, and have, assumptions. For the purpo ses of claiming objectivity and scholarly 
approaches in literary criticism, if th at is indeed our goal, it is infinitely easier to 
limit ourselves to quantifiable and measurabl e aspects on the one hand and 
theoretical ones on th e other. It is significantly less complicated to have a cool 
critical discussion upon the form than th e cont ent of most literary works. It is 
considerably less controversial to discuss critical strategies in the abstract sense than 
to enter the realm of messy humanne ss and discover that so far ignored method s of 
pr esentation, selection of mat erial and use of language have th eir own rules, their 
own histories and their own context s. If we do not agree, it is reassuring to fall back 
upon well-established critical sources to quote and final authorities to appeal to, 
rath er than having to immerse oneself in the quicksand of recently published 
doctoral dissertati ons pertaining to th e subject that now seems impos sible to ignore . 
It is easier to apply regulation s of th e kind orchestras and condu ctors have known 
for ages, with just two cornerstone s, wher e rule number one is "The Conductor is 
Always Right" while rule number tw o states "If th e Conductor is not Right, Rule 
number one applies automatically." It is easier to claim that one canon is enough for 
all of us than to accept the notion of multiple un iverses with their own specific 
canons whirling around one another and fading in and out of perc eption . 

But enough already - it is tim e to bring a text into thi s discussion. The 
choice I offer is Erica Jong' s most recent work, W'hat Do Women Want? Bread, 
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Roses, Sex, Power (1998), 3 a volume of essays that represents Jong's entire oeuvre 
by touching upon themes and topics .:which are central to her interest and which 
have been also explored in her earlier works. The name of Erica Jong will no 
doubt serve as a reminder to discussions of content-driven criticism. Whether or 
not one read any of her works, there is a vaguely unpleasant ring to her name, 
conjuring up images of mass media presence, best-seller lists, controversial subject 
matter and possibly foul language. For Hungarian readers not even that much -
whereas her most spectacularly successful book, Fear of Flying (1973)4 was finally 
translated in 1990,5 we seem to have lost interest once that was done. Not entirely 
surprisingly. In order for her books to be appreciated in Hungary the translator(s) 
would have to create an entire lexical field in mainstream Hungarian that would 
cover sexuality, especially, but not limited to, women's sexuality, with a range and 
scope quite unheard of and, so far, quite unvoiced in polite company. 6 

What, shall we discuss such topics, written in foul language, as part of an 
academic exercise? Well, that is precisely the question. The intrepid critic who 
actually goes and reads Erica Jong' s works is in for a surprise. Jong's language, for 
one, is invariably rich and evocatiw. Jon g in fact started as a poet, and a prize-
winning one at that, and still considers poetry as the saving grace of humankind: 

People think they can do without poetry. And they can. At least until they fall 
in love, lose a friend, lose a child or a parent, or lose their way in the dark 
woods of life. People think they can live without poetry. And they can. At 
least until they become fatally ill, have a baby, or fall desperately, madly in 
love . [ ... ] Poetry is the language we speak in times of greatest need . And the 
fact that it is an endangered species in our culture tells us that we are in deep 
trouble .[ ... ] The skin, not the soul, has all our care - despi te lip service to the 
contr.iry. And many of us are dying for want of care for th e soul. The poet is 
the c.iretaker of the soul; in many civilizations, the po et's contribution is 
central. ' 

3 Erica Jong, lf-7.,.u Do Women Want? Bre:.d, Roses, Sex, Power (:\'cw York: Harp erCo llin s, 1998). 
4 Erica Jong, Fear a/Flying (New York: Holt. Rin ehart and \Vinston, I 973). 
S Erica Jong, Fil ek ,, ret:1!i ,1ol, Hung. tr ans. :\nd ds Gaspar, poetry trans. Peter Szentmihalyi Szab6 
([Budapest]: Fabula, I 99J). 
6 A new development since the time thi s pap er was written has been the publication of a new 
Hungari an translation of Fe,,,-of Flying: Eric.1 Jong, Relt ?gij a rep,ilistif l, Hung. trans. Anna Pavlov 
(Budap est: Teri cum, 2002). Teri cum plans to publi sh the ent ire oeuvre of Jon g in Hungari an . 
7 Erica _lo ng, "Ycats's Glade ,rnd Bash{i's Ree· Th e lm po ss1bility of Doing \Vithout Poetry ," What Do 
Wome n Wanc?, pp. 189-19 0. 
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Jon g also considers poetry her person al ha ven: 

When I am most perplexed, I return to my roots: poet ry. I consider myself a 
poet who supports her poetry habit with novels and nonfiction. I kno w I am 
lucky to have supported my self as a poet for twenty-five yea rs without ever 
writing a bo ok I did not believe in. The novel is more elastic than the poem. It 
allows for social satire, cooking, toot hbrush es, the way we live now. Poetry, 
on the co ntr ary , boils things down to essences.8 

Fanny, th e heroine of Jon g's pseudo -18th -centur y comic novel, who 
combines ambition as an author with beauty and a whole series of adventures in 
the various fields of highway robb ery , prost ituti on , m ot herh oo d and piracy, is 
similarly enthusi astic when she is about to write her first great Philosophical 
Po em: 

And what was Poetr y but a rh yming Means of leading the Human Race 
toward s Per fection' _-\nd wha t \\'as th e Poet but a Human Cr eature inspir'd to 
raise his Fell ow Creatures closer tow,ud s the Divine Spirit) 

Hot with the Fire of th e Mu se, I sat down to write - but, alas, I had neither 
Quill nor Ink! 9 

But will her po etic lan guage validate Jong' s writing? She is one of those 
postmodernist verbalists wh o cheri sh th e power of languag e, wh o enjoy the 
sounds, the rhythm, th e imagery, who revel in the sheer pleasur e of words , 
wor ds, words. In tru e postmode rnis t fashion, Jon g's words occasionally get 
arranged in lists. So far, all is well. Th ese lists, howeve r , may turn out to consist of 
m ore than fifty words and expre ssions for a prostitute 10 or similarly lengthy 
lexical explorati ons of female and male sexual organ s.11 Ar e we sti ll to applaud her 
skill as a wr iter or shall we now shrink from her topics? Life was so much nic er in 
the 19th centur y. On e could just blame an auth or for committing "the highest 
m oral offence a novel writer can commit " and add one's choice of sin to replace 
Elizabeth Rigby's, ·who chose to chastise Cu rrer Bell up on the public ation of Jane 
Eyre of the high est m ora l offence "of making an un wo rth y character int eresting in 

8 Erica Jong, "Writi ng for LoYe," U:1/hat Do Women Want?, p. 178. 
9 Erica Jon g, Fanny: being The Tru e His tory of tf,e A dv en tures of Fanny Hacka.bout-jones (Scarborough, 
Ontario: Signet, 1981), pp. 107-108. 
10 Erica Jong, "Int roduction," Fann y , p. 6. 
11 As a starting point , may I suggest Parachut es & Kisses (New York: New Am er ican Library, 1984), 
or , to risk stating th e obv ious, Fear of Flying. 
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the eyes of a reader." 12 This is the type of criticism those engaged in the study of 
literature were hoping to avoid by placing the emphasis on form. But there is a 
chance that we managed to throw out the baby with the bath water, or, at least, 
to offer a double edged sword to those who wish to defend the study of literature 
in the name of objectified scholarly approaches and find public interest waning in 
their work: we remove our combined critical hands from the pulse of living 
literature at our peril. And living literature is often about something. 

Yet Jong writes about so many things that have not been considered the 
proper study of literature - including sex, bringing upon her head the wrath of 
those who are always on the alert against pornography. But wait, sex has become 
an acceptable topic for generations of authors. Brothels were fine, as long as men 
wrote about them, and so were women in love. Indeed, the gory was, at various 
periods in lite rature, daring, new, and revolutionary. Moreover, it was held 
against women authors that they did not descend into the bloody, the political, or 
other dark regions beneath womanish propriety, thereby rendering themselves 
limited and boring. Jong recalls an incident from her college days to demonstrate 
the "damned if they do , damned if th ey don't" situation women writers find 
themselves in: 

[A] distinguished crit ic came to my creative writing class and delivered himself 
of this thundering judgement: 'Women can't be writers. They don't know 
blood and guts, and puking in the streets, and fucking whores, and swaggering 
through Pigalle at five A.M ... ' [ ... ] It' s ironic that the critic - the late Anatole 
Brovard - should have identified 'blood and guts' as the quality that women 
writers supposedly lacked, since clearly women are the sex most in tune with 
the entrails of life. But we can better understand the critic's condemnation if 
we remember that in the nineteenth century, women writers were denigrated 
for their delicacy, their excessive propriety (which supposedly precluded 
greatness), while in the past couple of decades they have been condemned by 
male criti cs for their impropriety - which also supposedly precludes greatness. 
Whatever women do or don't do pr ecludes greatness, in the mind of the 
chauvini st. \Ve must see thi s sort of reasoning for what it is: prejudice. IJ 

12 Elizabeth Ri gby in Q1,,1rw·ly R eviek . 1848, quote d in Erica Jong, "Jane Eyre's Unbroken Will," 
What Do Women Want? , p. 49. 
13 Enca Jong, "Blood and Guts: A Wom.rn Writer in the Late Twentieth Century," Whal Do 
Women Want?, pp. 41-43. 
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Oh, but there is more. Not only does Jong write about sex; she also writes 
about women as humans with ambitions as persons, as lovers, as professionals, as 
mothers, as friends and as spiritual beings. Perhaps it really would be wiser just to 
ignore her. How are we ever to categorise books based on these topics? At least 
Fanny and Serenissima: A Novel of Venice (1987), which was later renamed as 
Shylock's Daughter ("it never occurred to me anyone might not know that the 
Serenissima is simply another name for Venice," explains the author) 14 are safely 
within the realm of historical fiction: Fanny is placed within the conventions of 
18th-century English novels, while Jessica in Serenissima or Shylock's Daughter 
goes back to 16th-cenury Venice and falls in love with Shakespeare himself.Jong's 
volumes of poetry will also surely be forgiven; poetry is a Good Thing in the 
world of literary criticism, and anyone who insists on writing poetry should be 
praised rather than scorned. Besides, we can always call her a Woman Poet and 
thus put her in her Proper Place, once we realise what those poems are about. 15 

But those works of fiction and non-fiction are truly a problem. This is partly 
a formal question, and as such would be safe for any critical scrutiny: it is a 
worthy ambition to examine how fictional Jong's works of autobiography are on 
the one hand, and how autobiographical her fiction is on the other. The answer 
is, on both counts: very much so. This in itself is not a particularly surprising 
answer; if one looks at another American postmodernist novelist, John Barth, 
who also wrote a pseudo-18th-century novel, The Sot-Weed Factor (1960, 1967), 
one could trace how autobiographical elements increased in his oeuvre until his 
fiction reached the level of saturation best described as autobiographical fiction, 
see for example his The Last Voyage of Somebody the Sailor (1991), only to be 
followed by a book of fictional autobiography in Once Upon a Time (1994).16 

14 Erica Jong, "Introduction" Sfr;,!ock's Daughter: A .\•o~·e! of Love in Venice (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1987, 1995), p. 14. 
15 Erica Jong, Fruits & Vegetables (:\ew York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1971, 1997), Hal/Lives 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and \'Cinston, 1973), Loveroot New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 
1975), At the Edge of the Body (Ne"-· York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1979), Ordinary Miracles 
(New York, ~ew American Libran-, 1983), Becommg Light: New and Selected (New York: 
HarperCollins, 1991). 
16John Barth, T!,e Sot-Weed Factor (Garden City, :\'Y: Doubleday, 1960, 1967), The Last Voyage of 
Somebody the S,,i/or (Boston, New York: Little, Brown and Co, 1991), Once Upon a Time (Boston, 
New York: Little, Brown and Co, 1994). For more details see Judit Friedrich, "Recycling Literature: 
Myth, Postmodernism, and John Earth's Later Firnon" (Kandidatusi ertekezes [Ph.D. Dissertation] 
Budapest, 1994), pp. 148-153. 
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Erica Jong's models and inspirations, Ana"is Nin and Henry Miller, whose 
example guided her in her exploration of being a woman writer and of writing 
freely about sex, also provided examples of working around the artificial division 
between fiction and life. Writing about Henry Miller, Jong voices her own 
position as well: 

His contradictions were many. Victorian and bohemian, schnorre·r and 
benefactor, sexual guru and tireless romantic, he made women up out of pen 
and ink (and often watercolor). Did he make up his autobiographies too? In a 
way, he did. In a way, we all make up our autobiographies. 17 

Jong also examines Ana ·is Nin's first two volumes of journals, which were 
finally published unexpurgated, in accordance with Nin's wishes, only 
posthumously. Jong finds in Nin not only a perfect example of what women 
authors have to overcome in order to become and survive as authors but also, 
again, the question of the borderlines between fiction and autobiography: 

If Nin was such a pivot al and important figure in the history of modern 
literature, why has she been so maligned ) 

The first reason is obvious: sexism. Th e second is also obvious: our unique 
cultural fear of sexuality. The third re.1son is equally obvious: What she has 
created is new (a kind of writing that hybridizes autobiography and fiction). 
[ ... ] 

There are signs that as this century ends, her innovations have become part 
of our literature. The incest taboo has been broken. Autobiography and fiction 
have been merged into one form. Women writers have a degree of freedom 
undreamed of by her generation. And the unexpurgated journals will keep on 
coming. They will continue to be attacked by women who are afraid of 
freedom and by men who like wo men that way. But for our daughters and 
granddaughters they will be ther e. is 

As for herself, having produced four volumes of the Isadora Wing stories, 19 a 
series that was generally perceived as thinly disguis ed autobiography, and two 
volumes of memoirs 20 to add to her two works of historical fiction that clearly 

17 Erica Jong, "Good-bye to Henry-San," Wh.,: Do Women Wm1t?, p. 119. 
18EricaJong, "IncestandAna ·isN in," What Do Women Want?,pp.112-113. 
19 Erica Jong, Fear of Flying (1973), Ho w to S,rne Your Own Life (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1977}, Parachutes & Kisses (1984), Any Woman's Blues (New York: HarperCollins, 1990}. 
20Erica Jong , The Devil at Large: Erica jon g on f-lemy Miller (New York, Random House , 1993), 
Fear of Fifty (New York, HarperCollins, 1994}. 
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represent some of her deepest concerns from motherhood to being an artist, Jong 
is ready to sum up her own views: 

I think I've begun to understand how the process of making fiction differs 
from that of making memoir. A memoir is tether ed to one's own experienc e in 
a particularly limitin g way: The observing consciousness of the book is rooted 
in a historical person. That historical person may be rich and subtle , but he or 
she can never be as subtle as the interplay among various characters who all 
grow out of aspects of th e author. In the memoir, th e 'I' dominates. In th e 
novel, the T is made up of man y characters' 'I's. More richness is possible, 
more points of view, deeper imitation of life. 

When I finished Fear of Fifty, I felt I had quite exhausted my own life and 
might never write anot her book. What I eventuall y discovered was that I was 
liberated rather than exhausted. Having shed my own auto biography, I now 
felt ready to inv ent in a new way .[ ... J 

A character who is not onese lf mJ.y even access some deep memory in th e 
brain that seemed lost fore,·er. Fictiorul characters excavate real memori es. 
Flaubert , after all, cbimed to be E:11 1::c1 BoY«ry, gave her his restlessnes s and 
discontent. In some ways an ,rnthor :111 ~- be freer to expo se him self in a 
cha racte r unlike him self. Ther e is libe n,· in we,1ring a mask . The mask may 
become the condition for speak ing the truth. 11 

After all this hope in approaching Jong throu gh her genr e, we are back again 
at the problem. The sorry scoundr el of a writer actu ally wants to speak th e truth. 
H ow· are w·e ever going to get away from cont ent? She may even think it is a 
comp liment if peopl e can not remember all her authori al strategies becau se they 
were so ri\·eted by what she wrote abou t . Sadly, ther e were ent ire cultur al periods 
when artists w·ere not supp osed to foregro un d their tec hnique ; the text was 
supp osed to flow effortle ssly and elegantly. H ow retro of Jong not to br eak und er 
th e lack of critical appreciation; she b s only herself to bb me if she chose to bask 
in the light of read erly love. 

Shall we face w·hat sh e writes ;1bout, th en? Be br,lYe, Reader! Jong writes 
about being pregnant, about birth, about being a young mother, about th e 
tr emendous guilt im ·oh·ed in trying to balance her ro les as a mother, a lov er and a 
writer, about the difficulties of earning one's living as an artist, about being a 
woman artist at that, abo ut having lovers, about growing older, about havin g 
dreams, abo ut having ni ghtm ares . She has also published a wor k of non-fictio n 

21 Jong, "Writing for Love," W'hat Do Women \L,111?, pp. 178-1 80. 
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about witches 22 and some words of fictional advice for children and parents on 
divorce. 23 Her writing is not only sexy, it is also funny and wise, irreverent and 
free, uninhibited and poetic. And it is, passionately, about what it is like being a 
woman who is neither angel nor devil but, as Fanny says, "is made of Sweets and 
Bitters," is "both Reason and Rump," 24 is a complex human being. Jong writes 
about all of this in all of her books, hist or ical, autobiographical and fictional. She 
explores as many facets of the condition of being the female of the species as 
possible. She seems to think this matter s. Millions of her readers seem to agree. 
Should we study her writing? As you wish. Should we read her? By all means. 

What do women want? Do we care? Not very likely. And we care even less 
about who Erica Jong is or what she says. Academicall y speaking, that is. 
Otherwise we might. And here is the bone of contention. If we are ready to leave 
behind the postmodernist conviction that highbrow and lowbrow are artificial 
distinctions within the arts, even the verbal kind, driv en by the struggle for power 
among publishers, academics, the media, and critics of all sorts, we will argue 
ourselves into complete separation with not only the public at large but, 
specifically, with our stud ents. Do we really want to retire into a corner where 
nobody will want to follow us, let alone listen? Do we really want to give literal 
or figurative wall-lectures, in the tim e-honoured tradition of the 1660s, when 
candidates for a degree "were required to give six lectures on natural philosophy, 
called wall lectures because, as a rule, only the four walls were there to hear"? 25 

We could. All we need to do is maintain traditions, make sure that we do not 
venture on uncertain grounds, we do not explore terr itories that have not been 
mapped. Let us all just talk about the weather. Nice day, isn't it? 

22 Eric a Jong, Witches {:'Jew York : Abr ams, 1981,. 1997, 1999). 
23 Erica Jong, Megan's Book of Divorce: A Kid's Book for Adults (New York: New American Library, 
1984); Megan's Two Hous es: A Story of Adjzmment (Los Angeles: NewStar Media, 1996). 
24Jong , Fan1zy, p. 187. 
25 Morris Marples's University Slang (1950), quoted in Jeffrey Kacirk, Forgotten English: A 365-Day 
Calendar of Vanishing Vocabulary and Folklore for 2002 (Pomegranate, 2002) 18 April. 
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An Interview with J. Hillis Miller 

[The occasion for this brief interview was a research seminar organised by the 
University of Pees in May 2000. Thanks are due first of all to J. Hillis Miller 
for his exemplary patience and generosity, and also to Professor Antal Bokay, 
the organiser of the event. The following interview is the almost entirely 
unedited transcript of a video recording. - lstvan Adorjan] 

In one of your essays you exemplify deconstruction, and I am alluding here 
to another statement of yours, namely that deconstruction, like all other 
methods of interpretation cannot be defined but only exemplified. Do you 
exemplify deconstruction as a mode of reading practi sed by D errida, de Man, 
yourself and some others? Would you sketch briefly your relation to the work 
of these t'i.v'O as ·,;:ell as your own position? 

I think that "briefly" is difficult. I was and am with Derrida, a close personal 
friend of these people, but from the point of view of the theory of their influence 
on me, it is more a matter of reading. Certainly the reading of the works by both 
of those people and tending to summarise what they taught was decisive in my 
own work, even though I would have no hope to imitate their rigour and 
inventiveness. And even though I have "-Titten in general about different authors, 
that is to say, in general, but not exclusively, on English and American authors, I 
feel myself still pretty close to them and th eir theories. 

To continue with "weak" definiti ons of deconstruction, in the same essay 
you assert that deconstruction is ",1 currently fashionable or notorious name 
for good reading as such. All good readers are, and always ha·ve been, 
deconstructionists." Couldn't this be read as a dangerous leap into the 
transhistorical? Is it avoidable to read this as a kind of pre-emptive 
universalisation? 

Sure, I would deny that. When I made that statement it was meant to be 
somewhat ironically disarming (probably it didn't work). That is to say, to invite 
other people to recognise that if they are good readers they are also 
deconstructionists. Certainly the history of reading is the history of changes, the 
history of protocols and so on. On the other hand, I would certainly think that 
what I meant by that was that good reading at any time, at least within the 
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Western tradition, involves a certain kind of attention to detail, to rhetorical 
features and so on, that you would find present already in, say, Aristotle and 
Plato, in rather different ways. When Plato occasionally talks about a passage 
from Homer, he is very shrewd in what he says about it. And Aristotle was, 
among other things, a distinguished literary critic, so that we could still take the 
Poetics as a kind of model for good reading, even though as I tried to show, there 
is some strangeness about Aristotle's assumption, for example, that all good work 
has to be perspicuous, that is to say, yo u have to be able to see through it, 
meaning that it has to be of a certain length. But it has always seemed to me that 
he shows us the mark of genius of a literary theorist or a literary critic, when he 
chooses in the Poetics the work among Greek tragedies, namely Oedipus the King, 
that is going to cause his own theory, which is a very rational theory, the most 
difficulty since it's an irrational play. It is like Austin choosing examples which 
give his theory difficulty . 

You have always stressed the importance of attending to the text, of 
undertaking the laborious task of v1g1/ant textual scrutiny. One of your 
books bears the telling tit le Theory :\' ow And Then, that is, in one possible 
reading, one needs themy only no,;; and then. Or, as de /;fan also pointed 
out, one must always start from the expenence of reading the text. You said 
yesterday that what we need is not so much Derrida,for instance (and I 
think he would agree with you), but a responsible readin g. Could you 
elaborate a bit more on the relation between theory and the practice of 
reading? 

I think reading theory or theoreti ci::rns is probably for most people indispensable 
as a way of learning h ow to read; good reading does not fall out of the sky. 
Different people are differently equipped with a kind of curiosity for good 
reading. It is possible, though, th at you don't have to read Derrida or [Kenneth] 
Burke or anybod y else necessarily to be a good reader. But it probably helps, and 
it helps not so much as to imitate th ese people as it gives you questions to ask or 
things to look for. That is to say, you learn, if Derrida in talking about Proust 
attends to words like prendre, compr is and pris, etc., that it might be that you get 
good results by loo king not for that word but looking for recurrent words in 
another text. That is really not so much the theoretical side of what the theorists 
say as their methods of reading. And I am not sure that one would be helped all 
that much, to do a good reading by, say, taking de Man's sentence about the 
paradigm for all texts consisting of a figural system of figures and deconstruction 
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following, and saying: "I am going to demonstrate that this is true for Great 
Expectations." I am not sure, because you could do that, but it would all too likely 
to be a kind of mechanical process, just as in earlier years, during the work of 
Northrop Frye - I used to read, and still read, a lot of journal submissions - there 
was a period when most or many of them were what seemed to me a kind of 
mechanical application of Frye's principle s. They would start out by saying : "I'm 
going to show that this is a work that belongs to the Spring or the Summer," or 
something like that. And this seemed to be not all that helpful. Whereas Frye 
himself not only was the great maker of this system, the Anatomy, which has vast 
ambitions to accrue all literature, but the part of Frye's work that really interests 
me is the essays which are actually readings. For example, there's a quite 
remarkable essay on Wallace Stevens, and there are other s, on Shakespeare and so 
on. And the quality of those reading s is not predictable from the system; it has 
something to do with something else in Frye . So, theory helps, but not all that 
much. 

According to a notorious claim of yours, the text deconstructs itself, it 
expresses its own aporia without any help from the critic. You have also said 
that deconstruction is conservative as f ar as the canon goes; the canon is 
pretty much taken for granted in deconstruction. This was de Man's stance 
when he admitted in an interview his reluctance to write on contemporary 
fiction, except, perhaps, Borges or Calvino. Is it the case perhaps that many 
"postmodern" texts, so to speak, are so o·uertly and flauntingly self subversive 
and selfdeconstructing that they ma.ke the critic superfluous? 

I would think not, absolutely, that is to say they might require different strategies 
to bring this out, but the critic's work is always that of mediation, of leading the 
reader back to the text, and I would think that one could safely generalise to say 
that that could be done for almost any text, but not mechanically and not always 
in the same way, so that you can figure out for each text what is needed. What I 
mean by saying that every text deconstructs itself is fairly obvious. That is, it 
contains its own vocabulary that you can appropriate from the text itself to use as 
tools of a kind of self-analysis, and that is much more attractive to me than 
imposing some foreign terminology, for example saying: "I am going to show 
how this is a system of figures and its deconstruction." And it is in fact consistent 
with the procedures of Derrida that thos e notorious terms of his, like differance 
and dissemination, arise from some particular work of criticism, analysis, and tend 
to come from the writer in question, and tend then to be, sometimes, referred to 
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later, but not deployed as universal terms. So, dissemination was a term he got 
from Mallarme, he uses for the analysis of Mallarme, but he doesn't say that 
everybody should use this term. It is appropriate for Mallarme, and it fits the 
concept of language within Mallarme, so that it would be impossible to abstract a 
fixed terminology from Derrida's work. It is not quite so true for de Man, the 
trajectory was somewhat shorter, but even in de Man there is a change from a 
phenomenological terminology of subjectivity to a linguistic one, and there is a 
replacement of a certain kind of linguistic terminology of tropes with a speech act 
terminology. His terminology was always changing, it is not a kind of fixed 
system. 

In recent years deconstruction has repeatedly been declared by some people 
passe, defunct and outmoded. One might also think of the rather unjustified 
and distorting view of deconstruction as being hermetic, ahistorical and 
without sufficient political commitment. On the other hand, you have 
argued that some versions of what is broadly referred to as cultural studies, 
while clamorously insisting on the need to historicise and politicise, tend to 
restrict their focus to the thematic level. In other words, by overlooking the 
rhetorical-tropological dimension, they p,1radoxzca!ly prove to be more 
conservative than they belie7.,·e themsel-:.:es to be. How do you see present-day 
cultural criticism? 

I am biased, obviously, but I would be willing to say that the strongest part of 
cultural criticism has been inspired in one way or another by the previous 
rhetorical criticism, and either consciously or un-self-consciously makes use of it, 
so that the current developments would be impossible without the prior stage of 
deconstruction or rhetorical criticism , and they forget that stage in my opinion . 
So, the work of someone like Judith Butler, though it is not Derridean or de 
Manian in any narrow sense, neverthele ss would be, I think, impossible with its 
interest in recurrenc e and so on without her having read those people, and I think 
she would be willing to admit that. But she appropriates them for her own 
purposes, and that is the way it ought to be. You cannot go on doing the same 
thing over and over again. Each ne"-· generation of young critics has to find 
something else to do; it is no use trying to redo the work that Paul de Man or 
Derrida did, and that is perfectly under st<mdable. On the other hand, you don't 
want to forget that they existed, and that sometimes is difficult, because you are 
likely t o feel (Bloom was right about this): "this is our shadow, these great figures, 
I would probably do better if I didn't eYen read those people, if I pretend they 
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didn't even exist." And that would probably be a mistake. A really strong critic 
would have the ability to read them and do his own type. Jameson would be a 
good example: somebody who knows this work very well, but does not use it in a 
straightforward way, nevertheless it is incorporated somehow into his practice. 
His review essay on Derrida's Marx book was very int eresting from that point of 
view. He did not start as you might think a sort of ort hodox Marxist would do, 
full of hostility, saying, "How could Derrida understand Marx?" It was a very 
th oughtful and careful, productive evaluation. But that is because Jameson is so 
strong a person in his own thinking and so productive and creative that he does 
not have anything to fear from Derrida's influence. 

In one of your recent essays ("Marcel on the Telephone") you write about the 
transformation and indeed the formation of the self and of subjectivity by 
the new media. In Illustrations you go as far as to claim that a whole new 
discipline, the disrnrs i7.:e field of C11!t11u! Studies, has been in fact shaped 
and enhanced by muftimedia!ity. Ho.;,· do you see the future of literature, 
the future of uiticzsm, and the future of-what in Deleu zean parlance could 
be called "man -becoming-m achine" ? 

I wo uld say two contradictory things. One: the book is going to be around for 
quite a long time, people are going to go on reading books, and it is hard to 
imagine a situation in which universities would not - even for purely hist orica l 
purposes, in order to und ersta nd their own past, the past of their country or the 
countries that they associate with - read literatur e, some literature. Literatur e was 
so important in the nineteenth century and the tw enti eth century, and there 
"-'Ould be lots of ne w books written. On the other hand, I do think that we are 
coming to the end of some thing and that gradually our culture dominated by 
print will be replaced, and is being replaced, by othe r media forms, which are 
equally worthy of study, but will require different forms of study etc. So, literary 
study will certainly outlast my time, but I might be a little more anxious if I were 
a whole lot younger, and I think that is manifest in the fact that so many younger 
people now want, enn if they are trained as literary scholars, to do film criticism, 
they want to do popular culture and other thing s. I think that in spite of the 
claims made that lite rature still has the same powe r in our societies, in our 
countries, I do not think that is really true. I think that is some wishful thinking, 
and claims made, for exam ple, by my good friend, Phyllis Franklin, who is th e 
executiYe secretary of the MLA, that people read just as much as they ever did, 
and that Shakespeare is still taught in all the colleges, and she gathers a lot of 
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statistics. On the basis of my knowledge of my own grandchildren, I see that their 
culture, and I am not in any way denigrating it, is formed by popular music. Sure, 
they read books, but it is not the centre in quite the same way as it probably was 
in the nineteenth century, when there was not any alternative. They watch a lot 
of television, and in the case of my grandson, he does not even watch television or 
video, he is a computer person. He is one of those "wired" people, and I respect 
that. But there is no use pretending that his ethos is fundamentally formed by 
literature, and that seems to me... not dismaying, but interesting. It does not 
bother me as long as I am allowed to go on reading books 

ISTVAN ADORJAN 
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"I'm a Tradesman ... " 

An interview with Adam Nadasdy, the translator 

You are a teacher, a linguist, a poet and a literary translator. In this 
interview I would like to enquire especially into the latt er tw o, with a 
special emphasis on translation. Firstly, I wou ld be interested in how these 
roles complement each other. 

They do overlap to a great extent. Being a teach er is not a separate activity, it 
links both to linguistics and translation. I take up translating jobs that challenge 
me as a linguist, for instance, jobs that require careful philological work. I think 
p oetry is the most independent out of these im·oh-em ent s. 

In the translator's note that you ,..:.;rare w your trans lation a/ Hamlet, you 
made a hint that in your general intenuon to clarify there is something/ram 
the auitude of the teacher. 

My expectation of my translation is that spectators understand everything from 
beginning to end. One of the critics of my transl ation of Hamlet is Geza Fodor, 
the ,veil-known drama editor and professor of criticism, who read the translati on 
on a friendly basis. For a period of four and a half hours he just went on and on 
listing his problems with it. He concluded, "ewry single corner is floodlit." In hi s 
opinion, this actually becomes a disadYanug e, because in this play, he says, a 
portion of gloom is beneficial. So, he prai sed and critici sed my work at the same 
time. 

How did you take it? 

I agree that every single corner is floodlit. On th e other hand, the original itself is 
also comprehensible, at least on the lexical level. I don't deny that there is a kind 
of gloom in the whole of the text, but as a translator you don't have to deal with 
lt. 

Do yo11 think your translation zs obscure? 

It is much less obscure than what people are used to. We do understand th e words 
of the characters , what we don't cope with is th eir motiv ations, aims , fears and so 
on. Nevertheless, ,ve might attribute more mystery to this play than it deserves. 
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Do you write yourself into your translations? 

I think I can say yes. I have had remarks from friends regarding lines that "sound 
like me." I don't suppose this is a problem. After all, I am an interpreter, like a 
pianist. It is just natural if one can tell by hearing that it's him who plays the 
piece, and not somebody else. Provided the piece remains recognisable ... Doing a 
translation gives me more pleasure if I find a self-portrait in it... When I am 
happy about a freshly translated line, it might be because it expresses me . The 
measure is fidelity to the original. 

Fidelity must be difficult to measure in practice. 

It is like when a pianist reads Chopin's instruction saying andante, but he decides 
to play it a little bit faster, because he knows the music will sound better this way 
in his interpretation. The tempo is relative; the point is to achieve an effect with 
your performance. However, it is not easy to see when the piece becomes a 
different one, not the one you are supposed to play . What can I say? You need 
good ears, and good tast e. In thi s sense, translation can be regarded as art . 

This leads on to one of my crucial questions. To what extent do you consider 
translation to be artistic, a kind of co-production with the author? Do you 
think translations belong to the literary oeuvre of the translator? I'm not 
only asking this about your own work, but literary history in general. 

I think translations can be part of one's oeuvre, even though there are a lot of 
poor translations owing to routinised, less dedicated work. Apart from these there 
are translations where the challenging nature of the task, the high standard of the 
work as well as its success secure them a place of esteem in the translator's oeuvre. 
For instance, Janos Arany's translations of Shakesp eare form an integral part of 
his work. I cannot decide about my own achievement. It will be your generation 
that can judge after a while whether my translations survive or not. I wish this 
were true at least about A Midsummer Night's Dream and Hamlet. 

How does your reading of the text inform your translation? 

Not too much, I hope. I wanted to avoid this. It would be a bit aggressive. I don't 
think I succeeded completely; a good parodist doesn't exclude himself, either. A 
good parodist is not identical with a mirror. I made an effort to recognise the 
differences in the language of the characters and communicate these, but I may not 
have always kept the proportions. I can bring one example of this phenomenon, 
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that of Polonius. I wanted to do justice to this gentleman, to show that he was not 
as stupid or as childish as many think. Actually, he's a benevolent person. Maybe he 
tells his daughter a bit too bluntly what he is inevitably supposed to tell her in some 
way: the prince cannot marry her. Ophelia is just one of Polonius's numerous 
duties. He does not embrace his daughter with tender loving care, but tells his 
opinion in telegraphese. Albeit in the wrong way, he does something which is right. 

How can you grasp the difference between translating and writing? There is 
a commonplace in literary theory saying that the act of translation, since it 
is rewriting, shouldn't be so much separated from writing. "What do you 
think about this? 

This is really complicated. When I translate, I know what I would like to write -
what the author of the original wrote. I'm a tradesman ... For me, it is as simple as 
that. When I write my own work, it is the language, the form itself that shows me 
the way. I hear the rhyme, and I find words to go with it. Even in free verse, the 
beat of the rhythm leads me. When I translate, I am aware of what I have to say. I 
struggle with it until it says the very same. 

Can you say the outcome is the equivalent of what you read in the foreign 
language? "When you work, you probably read a passage and interpret it. So, 
you try to find words in Hungarian for your interpretation of the 
original... ·· 

It is evident that the activity is not a simple act of re-coding. The solution comes 
by intuition, too. My principle is to write the same word by word, which is not 
always possible. 

I appreciate this ars poetica, but zsn 't this word-by-word attitude an illusion? 
Almost every word can be transl.c1.ted in different ways. How do you find the 
most proper meaning in a context? 

Let me refer to music again, to my own experiences as a less talented piano student. 
My teachers always told me to play exactly as it is written in the sheet music. I was 
never encouraged to interpret. That would have been a great danger of amateurism. 
Of course, in reality, you ca1;'t push your personality aside, but you shouldn't place 
yourself in the foreground on purpose. More precisely, a word can be associated 
with different situations. In this sense, the work of the literary translator does not 
differ from that of an interpreter or a technical translator. Translation as a 
profession expects you to realise which meaning belongs to a certain situation. 
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How do you think translation as a profession can be taught? 

I myself learnt a lot in courses. Analysing translations by others, comparing rival 
translations, preparing sample translations are all very useful. 

'Who is a good translator? One to whom we pay attention? Or does a 
translation fulfil its goal when it reads so well that it does not even occur to 
us to check who translated it? 

The wider reading public will never be interested in the name of the translator. 
(In the case of popular books, the author's name is often similarly irrelevant.) 
Nevertheless, in a smaller circle of connoisseurs you can and indeed must gain a 
name with your individual style, a method which might even get spread, like that 
of Arany or the representatives of the great Modernist generation circled around 
the journal Nyugat. 

The translator himself might often be blind to the interpreting-rewriting 
nature of translation. In many cases it is only the more accomplished 
receiver who notices this. 

It works like parody. Let' s pretend th ~n we are expe rienced actors, good at 
parody. I have to parod y yo u, and :·ou haw to parody me. People can tell that 
my performance is Marta ~lini er's parody, even if it is similar to her style in every 
respect. I don't have to intend not to be a perfect Ms Minier. Human nature and 
frailty will see to that. And the way I parody you will be different from the way 
anybody else would do it. 

I am really glad that you mentioned pa,-ody. Don't you think your Hamlet 
is a bit parodistic in the context of its previous Hun garian translations? 

You can ha\·e a similar impre ssion in connection with a mode rn Crucifixion. Or 
if you see two pieces of ru sty iron with the title 'Ma donna with the Baby Jesus.' 
And for a moment you don 't know whether to laugh at it or not. If you watch it 
for a while, you may find the Madonna and the child somehow in a large and a 
smaller piece of iron. Let alone a contemporary Mass with guitar music. This 
tendency can apply to any classical theme. 

'What do you think of congenialzry? Does it exist at all? 

Yes, l think it does. I have had translating jobs that were no more than burdens. 
I didn 't understand the author's intention. It 's like when one pianist is good · at 
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playing Chopin, and another one at pla ying Bart6k. You can't be congenial 
with everyone. 

How did you become a drama translator and a Shakespeare translator, in 
particular? 

My first task was the translation of Goldoni's comedy Il Campi ello, commissioned 
by Tamas Ascher. The play was written in the Venetian dialect, like a number of 
plays by Goldoni . I know that variety of Italian through my grandmother, who 
was from there. I agreed to translate the play because it challenged me as a lingui st 
and as a teacher of Italian. A few years later Peter Gothar commissioned the trans-
lation of A Midsummer Night's Dream . He was aware th at I had done some work 
in English linguistics, including the history of the English langu age. He also knew 
my Oberon poems, which evoke the atmosphere of A Midsumm er Night's Dream . 

Is there a less practical explanation as ·,;;ell? How does the genre match your 
personality? 

I do have a preference for plays. I could have translated novel s, too , but I didn't 
take the opportunity. In drama , I have also translated from cont empora ry 
English. Translating Live Like Pigs by John Arden was a much different task from 
Shakespeare. The ch aracters were gypsies and wo rking class people, but I think I 
did a good job th ere. 

W'hat kind of task was Live Lik e Pigs? Especially from a sociolinguistic 
perspective ... 

Forty years had passed since the work was written, and sometimes it annoyed m e 
to what extent the original was devoid of dirty language. Obviously it was not 
possible to stage something really obscene in the fifties in England (or anywhere). 
I didn't put anything like this in th e text, either, but actors occasionally grumbled 
with swearwords because the situati on needed it. Like the original, I used very 
short co-ordinate sentences with a meagre vocabulary . To keep the same length of 
sentences as in the ori ginal was almost as important to me as when one translate s 
th e lines of a poem . I did not intend at all to compensate for the Northern Engli sh 
dialect. The theatre, much to my agreement, consulted a Rom any expert, Zsolt 
Csalog about the playtext. At a few points he changed my expressions to more 
vulgar one s. It is interesting that the play had also been translated by Tibor Bartos 
many years ago, who used. a-more folkloristic, thu s richer vocabulary, while I 
used a mor e urban, proletari an one, rathe r spare of build. 
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Do you translate poems, too? 

I translate poems quite rarely, only when I am requested to. I have a wish, but I'm 
not sure it will ever come true. When I'm sad and tired, I think of translating W. 
H. Auden's poetry into Hungarian. I don't think the existing Hungarian 
translations are witty or entertaining enough. He could be more popularised in 
Hungary. 

Why do you find it important for Hungarians to read Auden? 

What I find important is that those who cannot read Auden in the original, 
should have access to good translations. I appreciate his poems because he can be 
bitter and joyous, or playful and decadent at the same time. He is a typical 20th-
century character, an excellent poet. In Hungarian literature it is Sandor Weores 
who can be compared to him with his frequent use of lyrical masks. He can also 
be both nonsensical and very serious. 

What do you expect from a translator of poetry? 

Again, fidelity. If you read a translati on, you need to know that you are not 
receiving the same experience as a reader of the original. You are lucky if you get 
the literal meaning. Some of the poeti c nlue might also be evoked. If you are 
interested in how beautiful a poem is, you have to read the original. Atmosphere 
cannot be translated. That "-·ould be cheating. Translation is like a symphony 
adapted to the piano. One can compare the two movement by movement, and for 
a few moments the pian o adaptation might echo Beethoven's full orchestra. 

Can you grasp ho-:;,· the different Shakespeare plays challenged you as a 
translator? 

I'll start with the latest , The Taming of the Shreu•. The first major scene between 
Petruchio and Katherine is nothing but verbal fencing. A great deal of linguistic 
humour is unfolded in the characters' finding fault s with one another's sentences, 
mi sunderstanding one another on purp ose. It is a piece of farce. I never diverted 
so much from the original than in this scene, because I knew that a sudden effect 
is needed at this point on the stage, and it wouldn't be satisfactory to compensate 
for it in anoth er scene. The audience feel that it is time for something very funny, 
and it is frustrating if this does not happen. There's a very expressive word in the 
English language - unfunny - for something that is supposed to be funny but it 
isn't. So, I didn't want this scene to be unfunny. I knew I had to be uninhibited 
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here. The play is built in the way that you know the great scene is coming now. I 
think I was faithful regarding the importance of this scene in the drama. The 
previous translators were not as cheeky as I was, they didn't divert that much. 
There's a strong bourgeois and business-like element; it is tasteless and revealing 
how men bargain for women, it is like business negotiations, a bit like some 
people sitting around us now in the cafeteria, with their mobile phones and bank 
cards. So, there is social satire in it besides the excellent psychological satire - the 
latter stresses how foolish both men and women are. Out of my translations this 
one has proved to be the most popular in the theatre market, it has been staged 
four times, in Budapest, Miskolc, Kecskemet and Gyula. The Comedy of Errors did 
not cause any problems. In the case of A Midsummer Night's Dream, the large 
number of the rhymes and the strong changes in the style made my task difficult. 
The fairies, the tradesmen, the young and elderly Athenians... all speak in a 
distinctly different register. Puck speaks in a different metre every time. There 
was no problem like this with Hamlet. In that case, the text was loaded with gross 
intellectual filling, like a weH-stuffed strudel, and it falls apart when you try to 
slice it. 

W1hat did you do with the intellectual stuff? 

I threw half of it out, simply because it couldn't be retained on stage. I hope the 
method of selection was right. The quality of my work depends on whether I 
selected properly or not. A translator of novels, for instance, has fewer problems 
like this. When I omitted something, I had the spectator in mind. I included 
wordplays that can be understood -v.·ithin three seconds. In 1864 Arany translated 
much more precisely than me, since he retained much more of the original. On 
the other hand, you can find a lot of enjambments in his text, while in 
Shakespeare's there are end-stopped lines. So: who translates more precisely? 
Arany, who inserts almost e\·ery wordplay in his translation, like a 
mathematician, or me, who leans half of this out, but the text breathes like the 
original? Are we translating the .mthor who wished to express the pulse and 
rhythm of the human heart and the process of interpersonal communication, or 
the one who put three puns in a line? When I was working on A Midsummer 
Night's Dream, the actors said that they did some minute thing at the end of each 
line; for instance, they shifted their weight. This works as a principle that co-
ordinates stage action. Being an experienced teacher must have helped me 
unconsciously -v.·ith the selection. A good teacher, e.g. a good teacher of history, 
does select from the material to give a rele\·ant picture of Napoleon. This can be 
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enriched or altered later. A literary translator can hope that the reader, 'the 
student' will also read either the original alongside his translation, or the 
alternative translations by Istvan Eorsi and Dezso Meszoly, and will be able to put 
together from the different points of view what the original is like. As for me, I 
would happily read bilingual editions. A good parallel has come to mind about 
the task of the translator. It is like when the photographer can take only one 
picture of a statue, and he wants to show the heart of it. After walking round the 
statue a few times, he will find a position. Translation is similar. Translators of 
the same text use different perspectives. It is advantageous to have more than one 
translation of the same play because they together show what the original is like. 
Classics are still read in this way at universities. Students prepare translations for 
the seminar, and they compare their results. I read Milton in this way with a 
couple of competent friends. 

W'hat do you find most important to put across from a Shakespeare play? 

To write exactly the same as in the original, and to do this in the same style. In 
Hamlet Claudius has the most distinguished diction. His style is smooth and the 
easiest to translate. Hamlet was very difficult to render. His style is fragmented, 
actually, he has hardly any style at all, unless one sees his style as consisting of an 
imitation of others. I thought for a while that it was my mistake that I didn't find 
the right linguistic material for him, but then I realised that the play itself is about 
something like this. He is exposed to a number of influences, he echoes the style 
of the person he had just been talking to, until he achieves an ironic sense of 
humour (e.g. " 'hen he gives an account of changing the letters, or when he talks 
to Osrick). 

How many co-texts do you use when you translate? W'hat do you use apart 
from the primary source text? 

I have used more than one text in each case. In the case of Hamlet, I used the New 
Arden version edited by Harold Jenkins as a main source. I also consulted the 
OUP one, edited by Hibbard. Schlegel's German translation from the beginning 
of the 19th century was of great help, just like Yves Bonnefoy's contemporary 
French version. The latter was accompanied by a rough translation in German, 
prepared for guest performances in Germany. Jenkins's edition is based on the 
second quarto. Some of the other translators used editions based on the folio. 
Using more texts enables you to be alert to minute differences. 
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Talking about different versions of 'the original,' I'd like to ask a question 
about a particular solution from your Hamlet. In Act III, Scene 1, Ophelia is 
sent to a nunnery by Hamlet. Both A rany and you use the dictionary 
meaning of the word 'nunnery.' Both of you use two different Hungarian 
synonyms, though. None of the translators a/Hamlet try to refer to another 
meaning suggested by linguists: 'brothel. ' 

I am entirely convinced by Harold Jenkins, according to whom the very few 
occurrences which the defenders of this assumption refer to, are occasional uses. 
The word did not have such a permanent meaning. The two notions can 
occasionally meet in Hungarian, too, with a pinch of irony. 

Do you imagine an ideal audience for the plays you translate? A re they 
readers or spectators in the first place? 

I think of spectators in the first place. E \·en more specifically, I keep in mind 
secondary school students, for whom it is often the first Shakespeare performance 
they see. \\?hat's more, it might be their first encounter with the theatre. The four 
Shakespeare plays I have translated are among the popular ones. If I were a 
teacher of lit, I would take kids to these performances. They want to understand 
·what's going on, their reactions are direct. One of my friends took her adolescent 
daughter to a Hamlet performance that used Arany's translation. Although the 
girl knew the plot very well, she could only follow the 19th century text up to 
halfway through the performance. Then Ke might as well perform it in a foreign 
language, or even in the original ... \\;rhen an actor says 'Oh Hamlet,' that cannot 
be missed. 

Your decision is to translate for the spcct,1tors in the first place. Can you 
draw such a sharp dividing line bet,;:een Shakespeare in reading and 
Shakespeare in peiformance? 

I see a huge difference between the two. When you read a translation, you can 
jump from one page to another, return to problematic points, use the footnotes to 
understand the mythological references, the contemporary allusions, or the 
outdated words. In a performance, all this cultural stuff would damage the plot, 
and thus, the overall effect and atmosphere of the play. Today stage action is 
much faster than in Arany's day. Church sermons can also serve as a good 
example here. When I was a child, priests were talking without a microphone. 
They needed to talk loudly and slowly at the pulpit, and wait for the echo after 
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each sentence . Today this would be ridiculous, and yet, I find it a bit daunting 
when the priest almost whispers into the microphone as if it were the listener's 
ear. The case is similar with Arany's translations of Shakespeare. I would happily 
attend a stylised performance of Arany's Dream or Hamlet, where beautifully 
dressed actors would work with a lot of pathos, with very few gestures. It could 
be repeated every year, like a passion play , just for connoisseurs, who know the 
text by heart and want to hear it as it is - because what you get in contemporary 
theatres under the name of Arany hasn't got too much to do with him any more. 

Nevertheless, you don't mind if people turn to A rany's translations again, 
having met yours. 

Oh no, not at all. A few acquaintances started to reread Arany's translation 
having seen the performance of my text. The result was that they enjoyed it much 
more than they did before, because th ey knew from my translati on what it was 
going to say. They had no problems with comprehension. There is a similar 
phenomenon in connection with the Bible. As far as I know, all churches use up-
to-date transl ation s now . I have heard yo ung people saying that they find pleasure 
in reading the 16th century translation by Karoli, with the knowledge gained 
from contemporary translations. 

R egarding your translation, even if we bypass the intention of the 
translator , the text itself intends to appear very different from that of A rany. 

I cannot outperform Arany's voice. I cannot sound more Arany-like than he 
himself. I am so different, there's no need me blinking towards him. That would 
be unnerving for me, which would result in a worse tr anslati on than it is now . I 
cannot just simply quote a lin e or two fro m Arany out of th e blue in the middle 
of the play. When they started rehearsing my Hamlet in D ebr ecen, some of the 
actors were upset by not being able to say certain phrases widely kno wn from 
Arany's classical translation. The director asked me what I would think about a 
mixed version. I let him shoulder the respo nsibilit y, and after a few rehe arsals the 
actors themselves realised that they didn't feel like inserting quotations by Arany 
on the stage. 

You find it very important to attach explanatory essays or at least a short 
programme note. 

It was the theatre that commissioned a few paragraphs for the programme booklet 
of Hamlet. 
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The translation of A Midsummer Night's Dream was more advertised 
beforehand, if I remember well. 

Yes, it was, without a doubt. It was the first Shakespeare I came up with. My 
friends encouraged me to 'defend myself.' I think people are interested in such 
apologies, whether they welcome the new translation or refuse to accept it. 

The rhetoric of these essays contains very strong statements. It is very 
confident, even provocative. 

The style might not be as modest as that of others, but I think I take criticism 
quite well, it feeds into my work. I cannot imagine working without being 
constantly criticised. 

Some critics have found faults with your claim that your translation of A 
Midsummer Night's Dream i;.•as Intended to be a neutral text. 

I meant it wasn't archaic, folkl oristic, or to o modern. I could have said 
colloquial. I meant neutral in the sense when someone goes to a first night 
dressed in a neutral way. And a gentleman knows he is expected to wear a 
dinner jacket on a first night at the opera. So, I didn't want to add any extra 
peculiarity to the text. 

It is also stressed in these essays that a new translation is offered. 

I can only say that I aimed at a new translation. My intention was to roll the ball 
back where it belongs. To put everything to its own place, according to the 
meaning in Shakespeare's time. I emphasised that it was new because many people 
felt that I retranslated Arany's translation into' contempor ary Hungarian . I was 
accused of altering the text. Some people said, the original goes like this... and 
they started to recite Arany's translation. I had to draw attention to the fact that 
the original is not by Arany, but by Shakespeare. 

Did you notice Arany's legendary prudrshness? 

Well, Arany is occasionally charged "'·ith prudishness. Some people discover this 
in his translations as well. I was a very meticulous reader of his translations, but I 
didn't notice such a phenomenon. Arany didn't mollify any of the prankish 
expressions. This is a layer of language that changes very fast; the words he chose 
are not as startling now as they must have been in his time. 
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I have the impress ion that the essay that accompan ies Hamlet is more 
humble an d respectful. D oes this voice address A rany? 

It might be addressing Arany , whose Hamlet is a much better work than his 
Dream. It is a question whether I man aged to keep up with that qualit y at all. 
Another factor might be that my pr evious Shakespeare translations have been 
received quite favourably; their necessity didn't need that much explanation any 
longer. 

Do you follow how your text is int erpreted in the theatre? 

I watch it with keen int erest, and I'm re;11ly cont ent wit h it. I don't think I have 
ever notic ed any abu ses. It has on ly happened in one of the sragings of The 
Comedy of Errors that they 'reinforced' the style of the quarrels in a way which is 
far from bot h the or iginal and my text, but in a comedy ... 

Was it the 'cerbal or non -verbal part of the staging? 

Oh yes, I'm talking about the verbal side now. I canno t form a competent 
op ini on of the other part of th e staging. I always im agine the scenery someho w, 
but I don't expect to see that on stage. 

After completing a translation for ,1 peformtmce do you ma ke any more 
chan ges? Ho w, on the basis of-;;.-hat f,cto;- s is the 'final,' publishable version 
formulated? 

I listen to a number of opini ons from colleagues, the atr e people, spectators, and 
readers. Observations mad e ;H perform ances help a lot. Lately, when my 
Shakespeare translations wer e publish ed in a separate volume, th e texts reached a 
'final' status. But who know s till when ... 

December 1999-April 2002 
MAR TA MINIER 

[First publi shed in Hungarian, in Ho/mi.] 
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An Everlasting Gospel 

G.E. Bentley, Jr.: 
The Stranger from Paradise: 
A Biography of William Blake 
(Yale University Press, 2001) 

G.E. Bentley, emeritus professor of 
English at the University of Toronto 
has long established his name as an 
eminent Blake scholar. Besides nu-
merous other publications, his Blake 
Records (1969) and the subsequent 
Blake Records Supplement (1988) - in 
which he traces the theretofore 
known do cuments concerning Blake 
- h ave bec ome indispensable for re-
searchers. The long-awaited new and 
updated edition of Blake Records is 
scheduled to be published in No-
vember 2002. 

In The Stranger from Paradise Bent-
ley has set out to portray William 
Blake the human being, very much 
like ourselves. The Blake we get to 
know from this new biography is not 
the eccentric madman as he was most 
frequently labelled by his contempo-
raries, nor is he the mystical visionary 
whom posterity regarded with a dis-
tinct awe, but much rather an artist 
put in the context of his own age. 

The biography encompasses virtu-
ally everything that can be known of 
Blake's life. Starting with his baptism 
at St James's, this generously docu-
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mented account traces Blake's carrier 
from the house of his dissenter par-
ents to his "removing from one room 
to another" (as he considered death). 
The biogr aphy spans over a century, 
from 1720 to 1831; it records not 
only Blake's life but also investigates 
his family background, as well as the 
years after Blake's death; how his 
wife, his "Shadow of Delight," as 
Blake called her, handled his legacy 
and how she coped with Blake's ab-
sence. As we read the pages of this 
affectionately written account, we 
learn about Blake's lifelong compan-
ion, Catherine; tribute is given to the 
patrons, without whose support 
som e outstanding works of art would 
not have been conceived. It is espe-
cially important to note that while 
we like to think of Blake as a ne-
glected genius who lived in pathetic 
poverty and obscurity, Bentley's bi-
ogra phy formulates a more sophisti-
cated vision: we can follow Blake 
from his five-room flat of his rela-
tively profitable years to the heart-
rending conditions of his late years. 
What is exemplary in Blake's life is 
the fact that he could maintain his 
essential humanity; although in his 
poems he may be eccentric and mys-
tical in his ways he was just a person 
who was able to retain his confidence 
in the divine vision, despite his frus-
trations with this-worldly matters. 
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That he was not living completely in 
his visionary universe is eloquently 
proved by the fact that he was a keen 
theatre-goer. Nor was he always liv-
ing in total obscurity. Bentley's 
documents show Blake among 
prominent contemporaries, even if 
he did not actively look for the com-
pany of well -known (or well-to-do) 
people. Towards the end of his life 
Blake lost his patrons but gained 
some dedicat ed friends. His young 
admirers, the "Ancient s" (hardly out 
of their teens) look ed upon him as 
their revered Master (the 
"Interpreter"). When Blake died, 
yo ung G eorge Richmond, a futur e 
Royal Academician, closed his eyes 
"to ke ep vision in." This group of 
young artists handl ed on their 
kn owledge of Blake to Alexander 
Gilchrist, Charles Algernon Swin-
burne and Willi am Mi chael Ross etti 
and initiat ed a Blak e worship. 

What is especially impressi ve 
about Bentle y 's biography is not only 
that it conveys very interesting new 
materials but also that what has been 
well known and taken for granted is 
now reconsid ered in th e light of ne\\· 
findings. Thus some of the canonical 
accounts of Gilchri st (a pl atform 
from which Blake's rn ·enti eth-
centur y reputati on _.,-as launched) are 
questioned and collated _.,·ith other 
sourc es to get a more reliable pi ctur e 

316 

of the artist. In the Addenda we are 
given extract s from John Clark 
Strange's abandoned biography (hith-
erto unkn own) to round out Gil -
christ' s vastly influential work. Simi-
larly, previously published bio-
graphical accounts are commented 
upon and updat ed. 

Blake enjo yed a very slight reputa-
tion in hi s lifetime as a po et. He was 
trained, and ind eed earned his living 
as a visual artist, as Bentley illus-
trates. Hence the biography does not 
concentrate on Blake's po etical 
works, no analysis is given of the 
Poetical Sketch es, the Songs or the 
Propheti c Books as poems; inst ead eve-
rything is disclosed about them as 
marketabl e product s or book s as 
artefacts: their m eth od and m ode of 
publication, how Blake engraved or 
illustrated th em, how mu ch h e 
earned from these works (wh en ap-
plicable); in short, we find the sort of 
information that we are not likely to 
come across in any monographs on 
Blake. Although all th e remarks and 
comm ents of th e outstanding con-
tempo raries (Wor dswort h , Coleridge, 
Southe y, Ha zlitt, to mention just a 
few) are carefully n oted, the book is 
more of a ma sterfully docum ent ed 
biography of an artist (visual, above 
all) than an interpr et ati on of the po-
etic credo of the idiosync ratic vision-
<1ry. The Stranger for Parad ise was not 



conceived to supersede Erdman, 
Frye, Raine, Damon, Bloom or the 
other canonical Blake scholars but to 
complement them. What is missing 
from the hitherto published mono-
graphs, however, is provided here: a 
comprehensive mapping of the life of 
Blake as a craftsman. Bentley gives a 
minutely detailed rendering of his 
everyd ay life as an apprentice, th en 
engraver and painter, discussing not 
only the great influences, artw or ks 
and projects (even those abort ed) but 
the seemingly m ore trivial matt ers of 
hi s fin ancial and housing conditi ons, 
hi s studi o and tools of trade, or e,·en 
the china he drank his tea from. 
While pro,·iding an all-encompassing 
picture of Blake, Bentley deline ates 
contemporary Lond on with its 
streets, beliefs, people; we get a 
comp elling glimps e of its everyd ay 
commer cial, intell ectual and arti sti c 
life. 

Of the man y novel aspect s in th e 
biograp hy , suffice it to mention ju st 
a fe, 1: that can help us formulate a 
new image of Blake. It is custom ary 
in Blake scholarship to relate him to 
a wide variet y of traditions; Kathl een 
Raine provides an exhaustive stud y 
of the poet's Neo-Plat onic ideas, 
while H aro ld Bloom's Blake is a 
Christian visionar y . Bentley point s 
to the imp ortanc e of the Di ssentin g 
traditi on in Blak e's fam ily and asserts 
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that the essence of the cred o of hi s 
Enthusiasm is to be traced back to 
this family inh eritance. While sub-
stantiating this claim he tells us a 
great deal about the impressiv e erudi-
ti on of these Diss enting circles. It is 
interesting to point out th at acco rd-
ing to Bentley 's research, th ere seems 
to be not enough evidence t o support 
E.P. Thompson' s assertion that Blake 
had close links with the Muggl eto ni-
ans, an idea he formulated in hi s 
hi ghly acclaimed book, Witn ess 
against the Beast . 

It is fascinating to note that whi le 
most comm on ly Blake is th ought of 
as an exalted myst ic visionary, Bent-
ley shows a ne w side of him as a 
teacher. Blake taug ht not only his 
wife and broth er (which is well-
kn ow n) but also in the 1790s "he 
taught Drawin g & was engaged for 
that purpose by som e famili es of high 
rank." It is qui te likel y tha t he taught 
at Mr s Butt s's boarding school for 
young ladies, and probably far more 
of his "time and income wer e in-
volved in tea ch ing than we h ave di-
rect eviden ce for. " 

Bentle y also argues that Blake, 
pressed by financial needs was reduced 
to engaging in comm ercial designs , 
"rat her surpri singly, one of his most 
ambiti ous commercial plates was a 
folio adverti sement designed and en-
graved by Blake for Moore & Co .'s 
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carpets (1797), showing a palatial car-
pet factory scattered with royal em-
blems in enough detail to suggest that 
Blake had actually visited the factory." 
Furthermore, the man who created 
the magnificent Illuminated Books 
and Prophecies, engraved the ambi-
tious Canterbury Pilgrims and mad e 
the remarkable designs to Young and 
Gray, was bound to humble copy-
work. Upon Flaxman's persuasion he 
was employed by the famous pottery 
manufacturer Josiah W edgwood to 
engrave for the firm's cata logue. 
"Wedgwood would send to Blake the 
soup terrin e or bedpan to be repre-
sented, and Blake would draw it and 
send the drawing to \\ 'e dgwood, who 
would desp atc h another piece of p ot -
ter y . When all the drawings were 
completed, Wedgwood directed how 
they should be arrang ed on the cop-
perplates." 

In The Stranger from Paradi se, this 
beautifully illustrated biography of 
Blake, Bentley successfully makes a 
case against the comm on mistake of 
Blake's contemporari es who regard 
him as a decid ed madman, as well as 
against the mistake of our present 
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day to consider him as a religious 
mystic, who "is always in Paradise ." 

It is time, asserts Bentley," to let 
the unmediated evidence for Blake's 
life speak for itself, purged as far as 
possibl e of the myths th at ha ve been 
indu strio usly spun around him." 
Indeed, as any read er of the book 
will justify, Blake's "life is more that 
an illumination of his own poetry 
and designs. It bears th e shape of 
great art itself. Fr om his youthful 
vaultin g ambitions in painting, en-
graving, poetry, and music, throu gh 
his mature flirtation with Godd ess 
Fortun e, to his jo yfu l return to th e 
vision and confidence of his youth, 
Blake's life provides a pattern to no-
ble self-sacrifice and wise self-
underst anding which in spired admi-
ration and love in his generation and 
in ours." 

Despite some unappreciative voices 
(as in The Observer 13 May 2001 or 
Daily Telegraph 19 May 2001), The 
Stranger from Paradise was very fa-
vourably received. Th e biography sold 
out so rapidly tha t a new (paperback) 
edition is to be publi shed soon. 

DORA JANZER CS/KOS 



Modern Irish Drama in 
Perspective 

Stephen Watt, Eileen Morgan and 
Shakir Mustafa (ed.): A Century of 
Irish Drama: Widening the Stage 
(Bloomington and Indianapolis: 
Indiana UP, 2000) 

The birth of modern Irish drama well 
deserves multiple celebrations, all the 
more so as it was actually taking 
place in a number of significant steps. 
Christopher Murray's plenary lecture 
delivered at the 1997 ESSE Confer-
ence in Debrecen under the title 
"The Foundation of the Modern 
Irish Theatre: A Centenary Assess-
ment" commemorated the fact, as the 
published version of the talk words 
it, that the modern Irish theatre was 
"initiated by Yeats, Lady Gregory 
and Edward Martyn exactly one 
hundred years ago this year." : On a 
wet, late summer afternoon in a pic-
turesque spot of County Gahny in 
1897, those three made plans for th e 
anticol onial project of the Irish Lit-
erary Theatre, which had its first 
performance, staging Yeats's 77.1e 
Countess C1th!een and Martyn's T/.ie 
Heather Field, in May 1899. 

1999 was, then, another year offer-
ing due cause for centennial celebra-
tions. The volume surveyed by the 
present review contains an impressive 
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selection from the papers delivered at 
a conference hosted by Indiana Uni-
versity in Bloomington in May that 
year, under the straightforward title 
"Nationalism and National Theatre: 
100 Years of Irish Drama." Providing 
the book that stemmed from the 
event with the subtitle Widening the 
Stage alludes to at least two of its 
important qualities . On the one 
hand, that the essays give credit to 
the diversity of the modern Irish 
th eatre, discussing its heterogeneous 
manifestations in the light of recent 
scholarship. The subtitle, on the 
other hand, also suggests that modern 
Irish drama has undergone consider-
able thematic as ,veil as technical 
enrichment during its century-long 
existence. Bearing in mind that in 
1997 Christopher Murray published 
Twentieth-century Irish Drama: Mirror 
up to Nation, which constitutes a 
detailed historical overview of the 
subject, to be followed by Nicholas 
Grene's The Politics of Irish Drama in 
1999, a book scrutinising the inter-
play of drama an d political context 
through the comparative analyses of 
a selection of texts by playwrights 
from the 19th century Dion Bouci-
cault to our contemporaries, the new 
collection seems to employ yet an-
other set of perspectives to widen the 
discourse about modern Irish drama. 
At the same time, undeniably, it dis-
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plays both the advantages and the 
disadvantages of being a multi-
authored venture, colourful and ka-
leidoscopic though not without cer-
tain constraints imposed on by the 
sweep of the material initially avail-
able. 

Part I of the book presents essays 
under the title "Challenging the Re-
ceived View of Early-Twentieth-
Century Irish Theatre." The three 
authors are involved in persuading 
the reader that the movement we 
have become accustomed to identify-
ing as the Irish dramatic renaissance 
was broader both in scope and strat-
egy than the concepts and politics 
associated with the Abbey Theatre. 
John P. Harrington's "The Founding 
Years and the Irish National Theatre 
That Was Not" highlights the con-
tradiction that Irish drama proved to 
be international from its origins, 
despite the founders' repeated claim, 
first laid down in their famous mani-
festo, that it was strictly national. 
The opposition of "cosmopolitan 
influence and the ambition for singu-
larity that was intrinsically local" 
culminated in the inevitable tension 
between "goals and practices" (6, 15) 
when Yeats considered Ibsen then 
Shakespeare to be a model, the Irish 
plays were taken for tours in Britain 
and America, and Gregory translated 
Moliere into "Kiltartanese." Thus a 
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"provocative tradition" emerged, 
concludes Harrington (16), pointing 
toward the complexities of the pres-
ent. In short, the Irish national thea-
tre, represented by the early Abbey, 
was conceived as decidedly anticolo-
nial but saved itself from turning 
essentialist. The essays by Nelson 6 
Ceallaigh Ritschel and Laura E. Ly-
ons draw attention to the existence of 
alternative theatrical ventures. Focus-
ing on urban playwriting which 
hallmarked the activity of the Thea-
tre of Ireland in contrast with the 
mostly rural settings of the Abbey, 
and the representation of regional 
nationalism in Ulster drama, both 
authors redeem some important 
works of the period for the interested 
reader. These achievements had, 
without doubt, their value in being 
consciously different from and even 
satirical of the rivals, yet it is proba-
bly the lack of the international ele-
ment, so conspicuously fertilising the 
choices and decisions of the Abbey, 
that rendered them dated too soon. 

Called "Theorizing and Historiciz-
ing Theatre Controversies" Part II 
includes theoretically grounded ap-
proaches to early twentieth century 
theatre polemics which, in their own 
ways, address the question of how 
competing versions of nationalism 
affected the writing, staging policy 
and reception of plays. One crucial 



aspect of the Irish Literary Revival 
was that texts often n_:sponded to 
texts. Lucy McDiarmid extends the 
notion and practice of intertextuality 
to theatre controversies in her essay 
"The Abbey and the Theatrics of 
Controversy, 1909-1915," contend-
ing that the production career of 
some plays tended to be constructed 
in view of that of others. Her con-
vincing example is G. B. Shaw's The 
Shewing-Up of Blanco Posnet, a play 
that was banned in England but wel-
comed by the Abbey, which, two 
years after the Playboy riots of 1907, 
was happy to "advertise itself to the 
world as defying the authority of 
English law and thereby win back its 
nationalist supporters" (60). Nation-
alism Abbey style aside, hardboiled 
nationalist politics was, of course, 
underpinning the original scandal 
over Synge's Playboy, the motives of 
which are reinterpreted here by Su-
san Cannon Harris's essay titled 
"More Than a Morbid, Unhealthy 
Mind: Public Health and the Playboy 
Riots" in the context of the eugenist 
movement. The argument details 
English scientific ideas about health 
and the predictable Irish resistance to 
their influence attributing, concomi-
tantly, "the anti-Playboy hysteria" to 
the anxieties "which referred to the 
health and purity of the male body" 
(73) rather than to the concern with 
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the irreverent representation of Irish 
womanhood, as it was formerly be-
lieved. Contemporary comments on 
the play are quoted from in support 
of the new interpretation, yet it re-
mains hardly questionable that the 
elusive complexity and multiple iro-
nies of Synge's work must have pro-
voked nationalist feeling for several 
different reasons, of which the anxi-
ety about males being shown as de-
generate could well have been one, 
but just one. Once the scandalous 
reception of Playboy has been revis-
ited, a reconsideration of Sean 
O'Casey's, in its own time similarly 
provocative, The Plough and the Stars 
(1926) cannot be far behind. "Saying 
'No' to Politics: Sean O'Casey's 
Dublin Trilogy" by Shakir Mustafa, 
however, limits its approach to a 
narrowly understood political per-
spective . The author repeatedly states 
that O'Casey denies narrativity to 
Irish nationalism (96, 107), and criti-
cises the playwright for his 
"insistence that nationalism is syn-
onymous with its retrograde ele-
ments," with which he facilitated the 
growth of revisionism (103). While 
elsewhere Mustafa argues that "the 
cultural nationalism of the Gaelic 
Revival may be read as a benevolent 
component of the colonial experi-
ence,"2 paying attention to several 
factors, he fails to analyse O'Casey's 
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critique of nationalism in context and 
in view of its particular aesthetic 
here . 

A widely held assumption about 
the development of Irish drama is 
that the period between the 1930s 
and the early 1960s constituted a 
kind of impasse, paralleling the con-
servatism and isolati onism of the 
postcolonial nation state. H owev er, 
Part III of the book , under the title 
"Reconstructing Drama During the 
'Fatal Fifties "' dedicates itself to 
demonstrating that Iri sh drama did 
not go dormant even at that time. 
Not accidentally, the choice of the 
essayists falls on authors who spent 
most of their life in self-imposed exile 
from Ireland or, in Brendan Behan's 
case, could not accept the country's 
poli tical direction . .l References to 
"theatre bu siness," as Yeats put it, 
abound at the beginning of the sec-
tion; in his "O'Casey's The Drums of 
Father Ned in Context" Christopher 
Murray analyses the troubled histor y 
of the play set against the contempo-
rary declin e of the Abbey, a telling 
sign of a cultural crisis. According to 
the discussion that says "no" to any 
reduc tionist view of the playwright, 
"the wider drama th e text establishes 
is the story of Ireland in the 1950s, a 

story of secrec y, pretence, acquies-
cence, and op pression" (127). An 
intriguing focus of the other two 
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essays is the issue of self-construction 
and identity. Stephen Watt's "Love 
and Death: A Reconsideration of 
Behan and Genet" deploys the con-
cerns and terminology of cultural 
studies, a discipline unarguably in-
ternational in its goals and strategies. 
Supported by the study of the two 
playwrights' respective autobiogra-
phies, it is th e "performative dimen-
sion" (133) of their juxtaposed 
dramatic works that Watt compares 
her e, stressing, as he does, Beh an 's 
inquiry into post-war English-Irish 
relations at the same time. Last in the 
chapt er comes Judith Roof's paper 
titl ed "Playing Outside with Samuel 
Beckett ." Select ing plays that are 
justifiably regarded as masterpieces of 
the international memory theatre, 4 

the author interrogates how they 
perform "the relation of self to self 
thr ough time" (150). It is especially 
in the case of That Time (197 4) that 
Ro of highlights how, through its 
patterned references to place, the 
play posits Ireland "as an unrec ove r-
able past" (154), which is apparently 
connected with the Irish Prote stan t 
Becke tt's oscillating, exiled identi ty. 

While the discussion of some of 
Beckett's later drama obv iously steps 
out of the targeted time span of Part 
III, Part IV, under the strangely nar-
row title "C onte mporary The atre 
Companies and Revivals," reaches 



further back in time than the l 950s. 
The first three pieces address women 
playwrights' works, registering the 
widening of the Irish stage toward 
gender issues and alternative forms of 
dramatisation. All three contributors 
imply, as part of their argument, 
what Mary Trotter (in the essay 
"Translating Women Into Irish Thea-
tre History") directly posits concern-
ing the use of "the familiar feminist 
strategy of placing female characters 
and their stories in the subject posi-
tion of the drama, reclaiming an 
aspect of the Irish experience -
women's - which has been alter-
nately idealised and ignored in the 
Irish mainstream tradition" (164). It 
is a highly welcome fact that in 
"Neither Here nor There: The Limi-
nal Position of Teresa Deevy and 
Her Female Characters" Christie Fox 
contributes to the revaluation of an 
Abbey playwright's work which, 
despite its psychological complexi-
ties, has been a noticeable casualty of 
the gender bias in the Irish theatre 
until quite recently. Fox's main in-
terest lies in tracing how Deevy por-
trays "a profound ambivalence about 
the position of women in the Irish 
society of the 1930s" (197). However, 
the analysis of the drama Katie Roche 
(1936), while intending to offer an 
alternative interpretation of Katie's 
puzzling final submission to move to 
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Dublin with her husband at his de-
mand, does not probe into the inher-
ent ambiguity of this conventional 
gesture which will probably advance 
the young woman's achievement of 
freedom and selfhood. In a measure 
comparably, I believe, to Grania's 
famously shocking choice to rejoin 
the old king at the end of Lady 
Gregory's play about her. On the 
other hand, the "attraction for the 
glamorous" and the "deeply serious 
striving after identity and fulfilment" 
that another critic recognises in the 
character of Katie Roche 5 resurface in 
most female protagonists of Marina 
Carr in the 1990s. Trotter's paper 
and Carla J. McDonough's "'I've 
never been just me': Rethinking 
Women's Positions in the Plays of 
Christina Reid" focus on the charac-
teristic matrilineal narratives and the 
stories of generations of women in 
the respective Southern and North-
ern visions of Carr and Reid. De-
ploying feminist criticism, the inter-
connected analyses become the vehi-
cle of pointing out some differences 
between these two promin ent figures 
of contemporary Irish wom en's play-
writing. While Carr's work appears 
to be more sophisticated in tech-
nique, it is Reid who, most radically 
in Tea in a China Cup (1983), empha-
sises women's questioning of social 
and family traditions from within. 
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Still in Part IV, the contributors' 
interest in experimentation as well as 
in the work of alternative theatre en-
terprises continues. Under the title 
"Playwrights of the Western World: 
Synge, Murphy, McDonagh" Jose 
Lanters comp ares th e representation 
of the West, once considered to be the 
heart of the nation and national iden-
tity, in the plays of thr ee authors. 
Wh at ties them together, according to 
Lanters, is the use of storytelling as a 
characteristically "Western" device, 
"but through that device, each drama-
tist reflects the concerns and anxieties 
of his age" (221). In Synge the need for 
transformation gains expression, in 
Murphy speaking out proves to be th e 
way to personal healing, while for 
McDonagh language and identity are 
both in crisis. The essay also contains 
some insightful diagnostic remarks 
about the latter's postmodernism with 
its spo tlight on the deceptiveness of 
words, which might evoke Tom 
Stoppard and especially his Aft er 
Magritte (1970) as yet another parallel 
for the reader to help locate the alleg-
edly controversial McDonagh phe-
nomenon . Lauren Onkey's "The 
Passion Machine Th eatre Company 's 
Every day Life" sets out to document 
th e ex-centric existence and socially 
committed operation of one of the 
"small theatres" proliferating in con-
temporar y Ireland, which started in 
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1983. The description of the com-
pany's goals refers to the construction 
of "the everyday" (225), a fairly loose 
term to invite the author to look at its 
interpretation in some Passion Ma-
chine plays. One of the examples, 
Brownb read (1986) by the novelist 
Rodd y Doyle is found to have a story 
hilariously funny and frightening at 
the same time. 

Part V of the book, "Irish History 
on the Cont emporary Stage," pres-
ents essays that interrogate the 
dramatisation of an issue of abso-
lutely paramount importance for the 
postcolonial nation's understanding 
of itself, which keeps on challenging 
writers down to our time. In "The 
End of History: The Millennial Urge 
in the Plays of Sebastian Barry" Scott 
T. Cummings quotes Fintan O'Toole 
on the already widely noticed literary 
phenomenon that in Ireland, because 
past and present are so intricately 
overlapping, there are no history 
plays only plays about history, that is 
historiographical plays (291). It is not 
the facts of hi story primarily, but the 
qu est ions of it s perception and repre-
sentation th at these works raise, as 
att ested by the contributions. Kath-
leen Hohenleitner's "The Book at the 
Centre of the Stage: Friel's Making 
Hi story and The Field Day Anthology 
of Irish Writi ng" reads Brian Friel's 
hist oriographi cal play and the highl y 



controversial anthology, both prod-
ucts of the Derry-based Field Day, 
side by side, to foreground the power 
of the written record to negotiate 
identity in its relation to history. 
Coincidentally in a telling way, a 
self-conscious interest in the reading 
and writing of texts has been found a 
significant element in some of the 
best contemporary poetry of North-
ern Ireland as well. 6 

Dealing with three outstanding 
playwrights the rest of the essays is 
best surveyed for new insights regard-
ing the strategies of dramatising expe-
rience steeped in history, while they 
also recycle some of what has been 
pointed out by other scholars in the 
literature. Marilynn Richtarik, in 
'" Ireland, the Continuous Past': Stew-
art Parker's Belfast Hist ory Plays" 
underscores the "multiplicity of 
voices" with their simultaneous com-
ments on the interacti on of past and 
present (267) in the writer's best work. 
The essay "Frank :\kGuinness and 
the Ruins of Irish History" by James 
Hurt turns to \'\" alter Benjamin's 
"Theses on the Philos ophy of His-
tory" for its theoretical underpinning 
to identify McGuinness' treatment of 
th e past in a form called "the history 
of moments" (275). The view of set-
tings as spatial metonyms is another 
addition of the author to the bulk of 
criticism on McGuinness, stating that 

BOOK REVIEWS 

places related to death and incarcera-
tion ~ike the cemetery in Carthagin -
ians or the prison cell in Someone 
Who'll Watch Over Me) are associated 
with the destructiveness of history 
and the ruins it has left behind (283). 
In the essay concerned with Barry, 
already cited above, the author regis-
ters some devices of the kind of mem-
ory play under scrutiny (294); a more 
thorough investigation here might 
have led to a better understanding of 
the form so current on the Irish and 
postcolonial stage, but usually too 
vaguely described in its technical reali-
sation. Nevertheless , it becomes obvi-
ous that Barry is a playwright who 
inspir es much further critical com-
ment on his dramaturgical choices. 
For instance, in another collection by 
internati onal scholars, Csilla Bertha 
provides an appropriate frame of ref-
erence for the ana lysis of how the 
protagoni st of the play Our Lady of 
Sligo (1998) has been defeated by his-
tory, when tracing in her desolate 
chara cte r ironi c echoe s of "the one -
time goddesses and queens." 7 

Modern Iri sh drama and theatre 
forming one complex body, the links 
between parts of the book establi sh 
themselv es in several ways; suffi ce it 
to menti on how national and int er-
nati ona l, traditional and experi-
mental , mainstream and alternative, 
politi cal and aesthe tic , central and 
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marginal emerge as key-concepts that 
structure the essays both individually 
and together. The volume does not 
define itself as an assessment, yet it is 
clearly a landmark in the informed 
critical investigation and interpreta-
tion of a century of Irish drama by 
telling a seamless narrative which 
relies on, interlocks with, challenges, 
as well as inspires others. Since the 
Irish National Theatre Society was 
founded in 1903, and 1904 was the 
year when the Abbey Theatre 
opened, the ongoing series of celebra-
tions will by no means end here. 

MARIAKURDI 
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That Fantastic Century 

Tom Shippey: 
JR.R. Tolkien: Author of the Century 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2001) 

The review is a particularly ominous 
genre for T olkien Studies; apparently 
it has always been its nemesis. The 
dismissive early reviews of The Lord 
of the Rings (henceforward: LR, pub-
lished in 1954-55) seem to determine 
T olkien criticism to some extent to 
this day, giving it a decidedly apolo-
getic tone. Generally, Tolkien 's re-
ception_is still, sixty-fiw years after 
the publication of The Hobbit (hence-
forward: H) in 1937, rather cold and 
measured (if that), and the reputation 
of his texts still mirrors the extremes 
of the first reviews: enthusiasm or 
contempt. The popular Tolkien 'cult' 
has usually not moved academics to 
appreciation, and although there are 
certain cracks that might be observed 
in the canon today, Tolkien has by 
no means penetrated the critical 
canon or the publishing space of 
'high academia.' The 'T olkien phe-
nomenon,' nevertheless, remains a 
peculiar and interesting one; but 
"-Titing about it in a review certainly 
has its ironies. 

The T olkien cult and T olkien criti-
cism developed in originally separate 
but later frequently intersecting ways, 
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producing a schizophrenic situation 
in the possible relations to T olkien . 
The cult and eventually the phe-
nomenon started as early as the pub-
lication of LR, and has continued 
unabated since then, now again 
strengthened by Peter Jackson's film 
adaptation. Fan clubs and Tolkien 
Societies sprang up on both sides of 
the Atlantic, publishing many news-
letter-type fanzines and periodicals 
(which eventually grew into [near] 
respectable journals: e.g. Myth/ore, 
the periodical of the US-based 
~v1ythopoeic Society, or Mal!orn, 
that of the British T olkien Society) 
in which much critical writing is 
printed. Fans had their part in initi-
ating the writing of Tolkien criti-
cism; academic commentary first 
tried to position itself in opposition 
to fans and to disparaging reviews. 
C.S. Lewis and W.H. Auden were 
two professional critics who (besides 
\\

0 riting appreciati ve reviews) fos-
tered this other side of the approach 
to Tolkien. The interaction of the 
two kinds of criticism has become 
much m ore complex and co-
operative by now, and much 'fan 
criticism' has definitely been ab-
sorbed in 'academic criticism.' Yet 
Tolkien 'fandom' is alive, and th e 
tensions between it and criticism are 
still to be observed in their reactions 
to each other and to the prolifera-
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tion of their material in recent 
years. 

For the T olkien corpus has been 
considerably expanded in the post-
humous publications, and the impor-
tance of this cannot be underesti-
mated. More T olkien texts appeared 
in the last twenty-five years than he 
had ever published in his life: his 
youngest son and literary executor 
Christopher edited fourteen volumes 
of material between 1977 and 1996 
(The Silmarillion [1977; hencefor-
ward: Sil], Unfinished Tales [1980], 
and the twelve volumes of The His-
tory of Middle-earth [1984-96; henc e-
forward: HME]). Sil, a continuous 
text, gave historical and myth ological 
depth both to LR and H; it is in fact 
an editorial text made up of several 
distinct manuscript versions. But 
HME made evident that most of th e 
mat erial is essentially unlike the 'fin-
ished texts' (Hand LR); the whole 
nature of the corpus ha s radically 
changed. The se are writings unlikel y 
to be appreciated, showing the devel-
opment of T olkien's work (hence the 
series title) in the variants of stories, 
never finished but (despite that) al-
ways reworked and rewritten, related 
in some problematicall y definable 
way both to each other and to the 
'finished texts.' Their significance is 
great; yet criticism is slow to turn 
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towards them, and even interpreta-
tions of Sil are very rare still. 

How ever, serious and scholarly 
Tolkien criticism runs up against the 
silence of the 'theoretical side.' No 
one seems to respond to this work 
from inside the poststructuralist cri-
tical context; strangely enough, since 
Tolkien 's texts offer much that could 
interest the theorist and the post-
structuralist critic. The essential plu-
rality of the expanded corpus, its 
peculiar conception of textuality and 
story, fit in very well with directions 
of the N ew Philol ogy and some nar-
rat ological cons iderations, while the 
parallel s in (and allusions to) ~anu-
script culture and orality enable a 
wider Cultural Studies perspective. 
The suggestion of meaning as 'fluctu-
ating' between versions, always under 
revision, should be attractive for 
most the or ies of interpretation. But 
approach es now cannot fasten on any 
one text any more (Hor LR, or even 
Si0 - they sh ould take in the whole 
in its pluralit y . Tolkien 's work is a 
radical cultural (not only literary) 
fiction, demanding thought and re-
sponse. That it is, despite all this, not 
acknowledged as the obj ect of 'le-
gitimate' study, is sympt omatic of 
something; something that could be 
det ected in the earliest disparaging 
reviews . Tom Shippey's JR.R . To!-



kien: Author of the Century 1 sets itself 
the task of finding out what it is. 

Perhaps no scholar has done more 
for the understanding of T olkien 
than Tom Shippey. His first book on 
T olkien, The Road to Middle-earth2 

has been called "the single best thing 
ever written on [the topic]." 3 Its im-
portance lies in its methodological 
coherence, and its historical perspec-
tive: it was the first to systematise 
and set out in meticulous philological 
detail how Tolkien's relation to his 
sources determined his texts. Ship-
pey's exposition and virtuoso use of 
the method of philological recon-
struction showed how the integra-
tion, adaptation, and imaginative 
reworking of ancient literature 
worked. His discussion of the ad-
apted generic, characterisational, and 
narrative conventions and authorial 
techniques was underpinned by a sen-
sitive detection of the many concep-
tual patterns and elements T olkien 
also subtly built in (like the Christian 
and Germanic pagan concepts in H 
and LR). In Road Shippey collected 
pieces of philological detail (obscure 
words, stories, unexplained refer-
ences in medieval texts) which Tol-
kien started with, and showed how 
the linguistic, narrative, and mytho-
logical context was built up 'around 
them, He also examined how the 
insertion of characteristic (and dar-
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ing) anachronisms (like the hobbits) 
served to mediate this world success-
fully. In this historical perspective, 
Road was also the first to answer, 
comprehensively, validly and wittily, 
Tolkien's early and later detractors. 
It is a massively useful 'resource cum 
interpretation,' written with elegance 
and formidable erudition. 

While Road served to "set Tol-
kien's work in a philological context" 
(xxvii), the scope of Author is more 
contemporary but necessarily wider 
and less specific: to supply the 
synchronic complement to Road's 
diachronism. "\V'hile I remain con-
vinced," Shippey writes, "that Tol-
kien cannot be properly discussed 
without some considerable awareness 
of the [philological context], [ ... ] I 
now accept that he needs also to be 
looked at and interpreted within his 
own time, as an 'author of the cen-
tury'" (xxvii). And T olkien is per-
fectly in place in that century, itself 
peculiar: 'the fantastic' has apparently 
been its "dominant literary mode" 
(vii). Comparisons with canonically 
undeniably influential authors and 
texts (e.g. with James Joyce, see 310-
12, 261; vii-viii, generally 305-28) 
back up the point. The 'fantastic,' 
Shippey hints, is defined as in oppo-
sition to modernist and realist con-
ventions (viii), deliberately contra-
dicting or even ignoring the way 
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twentieth-century readers and critics 
routinely read and take for granted. 
Author builds on the argument of 
Road, continuing it to different con-
clusions, situating Tolkien's anach-
ronism inside a contemporary con-
text, and seeks to understand it in 
this relation. 

The difference is primarily in 
method and approach. The account 
of philology and the idea of historical 
and comparative reconstruction (the 
first fifty pages of Road) are summa-
rised in five pages (xii-xvii), with 
definition, method, and history. 
Shippey begins in medias res, with 
the texts, not only illustrating but 
making the methodological point in 
their discussion. This surely results 

· from the differenc e in outlook. Road, 
heavy with detail, historical linguis-
tics and comparative mythology, was 
rather an 'academic monograph' with 
notes, appendices, written in a more 
specialised and scholarly style. But in 
(/with) Author Shippey concedes that 
"not everyone takes to Gothic, or 
even (in extreme cases) to Old 
Norse" (xxvii). This book is clearly 
aimed at a more general readership: 
there are no notes, few references 
(though there is a useful bibliogra-
phy), a less painstaking exposition of 
philological evidence and source ma-
terial. It is written in an elegant , lucid 
but unmistakably more accessible 
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style than was Road. It has been said 
that Road attempted to expound a 
basically medievalist approach to 
T olkien to those who are not medie-
valists; Author, then, explains a more 
generally critical approach to those 
not cnt1cs. 

Consequently Author is built up 
around chapters on the more accessi-
ble T olkien texts; and this is necessar-
ily a smaller corpus than Road's. The 
centre is occupied by LR (three chap-
ters), with Hand Sil (one chapter 
each) running up; some minor works 
(where Shippey maintains his view of 
the 'autobiographical allegories,' con-
tested since Road by Verlyn Flieger 
and David Doughan 4

) and problems 
of the critical context are also dis-
cussed. The focus is on the 'fixed 
texts,' in a way seeing much of T ol-
kien's work in relation to LR. This 
is, considering the general reading 
chronology, the thing to do - but the 
HME corpus, for example, is not al-
ways readily meaningful in that rela-
tion, and the implications of these 
texts is a point which is merely 
touched upon. But a broader audi-
ence means focus on the texts that 
this audience reads, and a loss of the 
implications of the texts it does not. 

Chapters 1-2 treat the creation and 
structure of T olkien's Middle-earth 
through Hand LR. The emphasis 
falls on the role of language, in all its 



levels, historical forms and stylistic 
registers, in the creation of the 'fan-
tasy world.' The result is a "complex 
map [ ... ] of cultures, races, languages, 
and histories" (102). It is a 'philologi-
cal fiction,' based on ancient English 
and Norse literary sources, produced 
by a consistent use of the philological 
reconstructive method. T olkien "took 
fragments of ancient literature, ex-
panded on their intensely suggestive 
hints of further meaning, and made 
them into a coherent and consistent 
narrative" (35). Various devices and 
techniqu es are used to mediate thi s 
deeply traditional world (anachronis-
tic mediator figures, the hobbits, 
integrat ed ingeniously into the con-
text; the handling of the authorial 
voice in narrative and comment; the 
anchoring effect of names; histori-
cally and linguistically different style s 
and rhetoric in creating and main -
taining character, etc.), leading to a 
"sense of variety and verisimilitude" 
(65). The cultural parallels and con-
trasts, and the use of the narrative 
technique of interl acement (107) give 
this world further "inner consis-
tency" (84). One particularly impor-
tant quality which T olkien 's texts 
share with their sources, and which 
Shippe y determinedly stresses all 
through is the suggestion of historical 
and narrative depth; another is the 
underlying idea of the continuity of 
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traditions which make the traditional 
world 'mediateable' at all. 

How this world actually works to 
produce meaning in LR is th e subject 
of Chapters 3-4. What make s it rele-
vant, Shippey argues, is the character-
istically twentieth-century problems 
it presents, most of all that of the 
connection of evil arid pow er. Tol-
kien's powerful and psychol ogically 
plausible images of the wraiths and 
ores comment on this effectively, 
complemented by the adaptation of 
tw o traditional conceptions of evil 
(in Shippey's term s, Boethian and 
Manichean , evil as absence or sub-
stantial pres ence), the oscillation be-
tween which is emblematised in the 
ambiguities of the Ring. Tolkien's 
reactions to evil include adapting an-
other traditional stance, the 
"N orthern theory of courage" (149). 
It is this profound 'traditionalism,' 
Shippey now suggests, that causes 
critical hostility: critics simply find 
this irremediably outdated and ir-
relevant (156, 158-60) . Yet Tolkien 
tr anscends both the nostalgic ally 
traditional and the allegorically con-
temporary: Chapter 4's examination 
of the 'mythic dimension,' both in 
particular cases and in general, argues 
for a 'mythical' interpretati on. Myths 
as stories, texts or sym bols are 
"always available for individuals to 
make over, and apply to their own 
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circumstances, without ever gaining 
control or permanent single-meaning 
possession" (192); the connection 
with T olkien's made-over traditions 
is obvious. But in its mediator func-
tion too, myth has a parallel in LR, 
itself mediating both between the 
Christian and the pr e-Christian and 
the Christian and post-Christian 
worlds (213). The ver y concept of 
depth, perspective , and detail used as 
a 'res ervoir ' of meaning to draw upon 
and apply reflect the similar traits 
and functi ons of mythology. 

Why depth is emphasised all 
th ro ugh is explained in Chapt er 5, 
about Sil. Sil is essentially different 
from the previously discussed 'fixed 
texts' (which are in effect it s 
"offshoots," 226) in its haYing be-
come a "fixed traditi on " (228) in the 
complicated writing chronology of 
T olkien's work. Hi s reconstructive 
creat ion of world and story was at its 
m ost ambiti ous aimed at producing a 
'm ytholo gy for Engl and,'5 stories 
whic h could 'fill in' for the lost 
mythological materi al of Old English 
(and by descent , Engli sh) culture. In 
the proces s not only histori cal/ nar-
rative depth was created ('a sugges-
tion of more stories '), but an impr es-
sion of age, sources, authors and 
com pilers. Depth in Sil is n ot merely 
a qualit y of a shady backgrou nd, it is 
th e effect of tradition ; for T olkien , 
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this role is played by 'the' traditions 
of th e elves and is mediated by them 
(242). But their story is again pro-
duced by reconstructive starting 
points and expansion, structur ed along 
cultural, familial, and linguistic divi-
sions, so that its organisation "makes 
demands up on its readers which no 
oth er modern work h as ventu red" 
(246). These structure s and th emes are 
always mirr ore d in language (Tol-
kien 's famou sly elaborated elvish lan-
guages), and in another sort of media-
tion , the relationship between elvish 
and human cultures, found in the 
"human-storie s," which concern elvish 
tradition and central concepts (death 
and immortality, fate, evil again, only 
from the elvish viewp oint). 

Myth and Christianity are also in-
sert ed by way of reconstructi on: the 
cent ral story of intercession and for-
giveness, with elements from both 
tr aditions, th e "complexes of m eaning 
[app arent in this fusion] suggest that 
history, and lin guisti c change, keep on 
generating new meanings from words 
and demanding new versions of story" 
(260). The mere fact that "myths al-
ways need retelling" (261) could ex-
plain the proliferation of versi ons; and 
while the form of Sil as a 'comp endi-
ous' corpus conceived of as a text is a 
reflection on tradition and its tr ans-
mission, it also reflects on auth or ity 
and textualit y . Sil is thus seen in its 



problematic textual status, as a more 
'plural' and 'mobile' text; itself a corpus 
of texts. 

Finally, Shippey also touches upon 
the generic question in Tolkien's 
texts. In a Fryean typology, he says, 
LR is "a romance, but one which is 
in continuous negotiation with and 
which follows many of the conven-
tions of the traditional bourgeois 
no vel" (223). Sil, on the other hand, 
"stays resolutely on the level of 'high 
mimesis' or above" (256), which 
makes it difficult to read and to ap-
preciate. The clash of two or more of 
narrative and stvlistic traditions thus 
effectively explains some of the aca-
demics' bafflement, and also why LR 
is thought to be 'more central': it is 
more accessible. 

The Afterword deals with ques-
tions of criticism, and appropriately 
returns to the question of T olkien' s 
noncanonicity and his general dis-
missal by literary critics. One of the 
conclusions is perhaps that 'fantastic' 
is not an entirely convenient term for 
Tolkien's work, and 'traditional(ist)' 
would probably serve better; unle ss 
we are ready to label the greater part 
of literary history 'fantastic.' Techni-
cally, 'fantastic' has not been defined 
- only signalled by references to 
authors and texts supposedly in this 
category. The politics of criticism is 
clearly problemati sed here : not only 
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is criticism hostile to Tolkien , but it 
is also strongly marked by its igno-
rance of what it criticises, or only a 
very superficial knowledge, applied 
in tendentious and wilfully impercep-
tive ways. Shippey here, as in Road, 
elegantly refutes such positions. He 
shows (here employing the compari-
son with James Joyce) that the 'mod-
ernist' principles of writing and criti-
cism will not cover T olkien because 
his work presents tradition as "on 
principle not literary" (315), not 
'high' or 'low' but pervading culture 
and present in the 'lowest' of its 
strat a and stories. This is a highly 
professional approach, but "populist, 
not elitist," threatening "the author-
ity of the arbiters of taste" (316), 
traditional over the head of those 
who think to be controlling tradition 
and the forms it can be pres ented in . 
Dismissive and ho stile criticism 
show s all the rhetorical trait s of at-
tempted marginali sation, and T olkien 
is often dismissed even from discus-
sions of the 'fantastic.' The 'fantastic,' 
then, seems to be just a (post-) 
modernist construction (going back 
to Todorov), po sitioned as vs. 'rea lis-
tic (and /o r ironic),' yielding a term of 
rather limited literary hist orica l ap-
plicability. 

Shippey's comparison with Joyce 
also points out the paradox that in 
other instances exactly this lack of 
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realistic convention is lauded loudly. 
There is nothing in Tolkien's writing 
or concept that would inherently 
exclude him from the canon; but it is 
no wonder that texts with which 
critics refuse to engage in the first 
place will not be canonical. Shippey 
finds the cause of this refusal (in a 
way, this is another conclusion of the 
book) in the 'ideological gap' be-
tween modernist principles and T ol-
kien's popular appeal - and indeed he 
cannot do anything else, since hostile 
criticism produced only superficial 
arguments against him. Looking fur-
ther, though, one can see various 
other 'excluding factors' levelled 
against Tolkien, all of them heavily 
ideological: he has been called fascis-
tic, sexist, racist, escapist, and other 
names which are blatantly untrue 6 

-

the problem is, I think, merely Tol-
kien's traditionalism, which the crit-
ics sense as an incurable anachronism. 
In Barthesian terms, T olkien at-
tempted to write the 'unwritable,' the 
'readerly,' the 'classic' (even with 
success, as it turned out, and quite 
meaningfully and relevantly, as Ship-
pey shows); this is supposed to be a 
'theoretical impossibility,' and since 
critics of modern 
I postmodern/ contemporary literature 
are simply not equipped to deal with 
such texts (their conceptual frame-
work, historical dimensions, stylistic 
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subtleties) and cannot grasp the na-
ture and importance of the relation-
ship to the medieval parallels, they 
choose to exclude it rather than 
bother to modify their theoretical 
frameworks. The earlier modernist 
adversaries did this by reference to 
the taste of the 'literati' 7 (thereby 
excluding him from the canonical 
'high culture'), while postmodernists 
now do the same by reference to 
any particular ideologies the post-
structuralist framework might focus 
on (thereby excluding him from the 
theoretically/ ideologically determined 
canonical 'contemporary'). But while 
refusing to acknowledge Tolki en's 
work, criticism is refusing to see the 
cultural phenomenon of 'fantasy 
literature,' none of which, Shippey 
says, "has managed to escape the 
mark of Tolkien" (326), and where 
he has become a sort of 'substratum' 
of a literary culture. When ignoring 
to engage with literature that is 
really read, this kind of criticism 
also ignores that the distin ct ion be-
tween 'high' and 'low' cultural forms 
has generally broken down, and th at 
tr adition can legitimately be utilised 
in other ways than those favoured 
by critics in any given historical 
period . A.J. Minnis 's words ring 
true: "[l]iterature is not firmly con-
trolled by the literary theory con-
temporaneous with it (to think 



otherwise is, in my view, to be 
naive about the nature of literary 
theory)." 8 

Shippey closes Author by rem ark-
ing that there is n ot hing inherently 
more direct, more immediate in the 
representations within realistic con-
ventions - Adam Bede is just as much 
a fiction as LR. The 'fantastic' by 
implication is defined not as a way of 
writing but as a 'cultural discours e,' 
by the radicalness of its insistence on 
fictionality, oppos ed to realist and 
modernist principl es and conventions 
of interpretation. It implies a specific 
m ode of reading and another kind of 
critic al relationship. LR can perhaps 
be read as a modern 'novel' (though 
Shippey warns of the dangers of read-
ing it entirely as one), but Sil and 
HME (the greater part of the Tolkien 
corpus) certainly cannot: their con-
ception , narrative techniques, charac-
ters and themes, and most of all, lan-
guage and style, simply will not stand 
if read within a novelistic fram e-
work. Yet they und oubtedly succeed 
to produce meaning , and not only in 
the fans (the argumentum ad pop u-
lum is always suspicious, as is the 
automatic contempt for the fans) -
complex and entirely legitimate 
structures of meaning can, as Shippey 
shows, be detected in them by ex-
actly the same critical methods that 
work on other, canonical text. Th e 
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irony in this is that after all Shippey 
too is dragged into the politics of 
criticism, suggesting (as he did at the 
beginning) that T olkien's most ap-
propriate critic is the medievalist. 
Theorists (literary, cultural, and oth-
erwise) usually do not care to read 
the literary historical background; 
and the whole of Author is proof that 
it is essential. T olkien's traditional-
ism, then, is projected back onto the 
cr itical plane: he introduced "a new, 
or possibly re-in trod uce[d] an old and 
forgotten tast e into the literary 
world" (328). His wor k now high-
lights the pos sibl e use of an old and 
ne ar-forgotten method, phil ology , 
for criticism. 

Though Shippey only goes this far 
in a book aimed at a general audi-
ence, his argum ent holds mu ch for 
more specialised T olkien Studies to 
go on with. Sur ely Tolkien's tradi-
tionalism is not m erely a 'modernist-
bashing' device - it has its own con-
ception of literature, under stand ing it 
as a focus of lan guage, culture, and 
narrative, all of them histori cally 
conceived, pinned down to and de-
termined by ancestry and hist ory 
instead of 'floating in a flux. ' One 
conseq uence is the enormous theo-
retica l significance of textualit y in 
T olki en, and this points out what is 
missing from Author: a discussion of 
HME. Road, and more recently an 
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essay collection Tolkien 's Legendar-
ium9 treated it - but the lack of a 
discussion of the essential variation 
and fragmentedness of most of the 
Tolkien corpus (thirteen volumes -
eventually leading up to Sil, an edito-
rial construct as a 'fixed text') is defi-
nitely felt here. It implies a division 
of the corpus to the 'popular canon' 
of 'fixed texts,' and a 'critical' one of 
entirely different nature. 

Hand LR are 'offshoots'; Sil is a 
cross-section; HME, being the 'tradi-
tion,' enables critical appreciation of 
further foci of the 'philological the-
ory of literature' - what we have to 
realise is that Tolkien's work is the 
whole corpus, including all texts. The 
'fixed texts' rely on the variants as 
ancient texts on ancient culture; not 
only (a particular) culture is sug-
gested, but whole frameworks, con-
texts. Not separate and distinct cul-
tures are examined (in relation to 
each other, as in LR) but culture it-
self, in its relation to its expressions 
(such as orality or textuality), func-
tions (such as transmission of tradi-
tions or identity production), and 
history. Tolkien's uses of texts can be 
seen in this light: the text as never 
fixed, always rewritten and revised 
parallels the revision and adaptation 
of story, and thus reflects on the 
mythological dimension (cf. 261). 
Language in this is seen as the 'glue' 
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of culture: the inevitable lens 
through which we see the world, 
ourselves; the medium producing its 
own realities in stories; and our only 
way to make sense of these. As in 
mythology (with which Tolkien is 
frequently associated), the telling of 
the story keeps tradition alive; the 
use of the story gives it its peculiar 
status. T olkien's work 'models' tradi-
tion in a unique way which is very 
much relevant and legitimate today. 

Tolkien can also be effectively 
claimed for postmodernism (such an 
attempt has been made by Patrick 
Curry 1

~, and Author sometimes 
hintingly suggests lines of interpreta-
tion which fit in well with poststruc-
turalist and postmodernist perspec-
tives. The way the linking of knowl-
edge with ideology and power is pre-
sented, the role of authority as a con-
troller of discourse and thus of 
knowledge (a decidedly Foucaultian 
theme), the all-pervasive role of tex-
tuality in culture and the problemat-
ics of authority and the transmission 
of authority in text and history are 
unquestionably of interest to current 
schools of critical thinking. The 
imaginative depiction of the 'Fallen 
World of Men' could be seen as a 
world where language is not stable 
and does not provide anchors to 
'truth.' Tolkien, however, handles 
these problems on the theological 



level, not a general theoretical one; 
but then theology itself is integrated 
into the network of cultural interac-
tions, discourses, and frameworks of 
thought. What Author does is en-
tirely justified and valid: comple-
menting Road's diachronic approach, 
it opens up the synchronic dimension 
in a widely accessible way, and yet is 
pregnant with new critical perspec-
tives, pointing to directions for 
further work. 

T olkien Studies is in some sense, 
after nearly fifty years, a relatively 
young field of study. The 'phenome-
non' continues, but is not only a 
'popular' one any more; at any rate it 
cannot be contemptfully dismissed as 
such. It has become eYident too that 
T olkien does not need an apology; 
nor do T olkien fans, or academics 
finding interest in his writings. But 
work on the sources is largely done; 
other 'traditional Tolkienist topics' 
0ike the Good-and-Evil question) 
are tired and exhausted; 11 new ap-
proaches are needed. T olkien Studies, 
as one critic recently put it, seems to 
have come of age, and goes towards 
more contemporary directions, open-
ing up more theoretical fields, to 
explore the connections between the 
traditional and the theoretical in tex-
tual and cultural space. But Tom 
Shippey's books will remain bench-
marks, and stay with us to remind 
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critics of the importance of the con-
ception and method of philology. 
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Beauty Is Almost Truth 

Istvan D. Racz: 
A szep majdnem igaz: Philip Larkin 
kolteszete [Beauty Is Almost Truth: 
The Poetry of Philip Larkin] 
Orbis Litterarum Series 7 (Debrecen: 
Kossuth Egyetemi Kiad6, 1999) 

Poets and Masks: The Quest for Identity 
in British Poetry after 194 5 was a pio-
neer work of Istvan D. Racz, both in 
terms of opening up formerly lesser-
known realms of contemporary Brit-
ish poetry for the Hungarian reader 
and in paving the way for other aca-
demic studies in the Orbis Litter-
arum series. His second book, which 
is not a sequel to the first one, nar-
rows down its scope to Philip 
Larkin's poetry and further explores 
it in fine details. 

Defining its aims and methods, 
Beauty ls Almost Truth identifies the 
relationship of Larkin the poet to the 
Larkin oeuvre as a matter of frequent 
debate, adding that the book intends 
to answer what the proper nature of 
this relationship is. Analyses of bio-
graphical data and interpretation of 
literary texts form the bases of the 
investigation, serving well Racz's 
attempt to write a guide to the 
Larkin canon. The categories he em-
ploys ('poet,' 'lyric I' or 'impli ed 
author,' 'speaker') may sound famil-
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iar from his first book, which in turn 
may explain why the present publica-
tion lacks the bulky "Theoretical 
Questions" section in Poets and 
Masks. 

The book opens with a short biog-
raphy mentioning Sydney Larkin's 
dominant father figure and the young 
Philip's inhibitions as two import ant 
factors from the poet's childhood, 
Larkin's friendship with Kingsley 
Amis and the two (relatively) short 
spells in Wellington and Belfast as 
significant in his adult life. The 
sketchy account of Larkin's later 
year s in Hull is mostly taken up by 
the descripti on of his editing The 
Oxfor d Book of Tw entieth Century 
English Verse. 

The same part continues with list-
ing and analysing three main charac-
teristics of Larkin's personality: his 
conservatism, his relation to tran-
scendence and the tension arising 
from the mental constraint to confess 
and the urge to conceal himself. Racz 
sees the "wi sh to conserve" as ever-
present both in Larkin's personality 
and hi s poetry, just as his 
"ambiv alent " and "contradictor y" 
relation ship to transcendence is ap-
parent in both. Considering the third 
category, Racz maintains that it re-
flects both Larkin's personality and 
general ch aracteristics of 19th and 
20th century English literature . 
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The author does not ignore 
Larkin's letters and the many heated 
debates his poems have generated in 
literary circles. Racz uses the former 
to refine the picture of Larkin's per-
sonality and, in other chapters, to 
support his own interpretations of 
the texts, the latter to present differ-
ent critical voices of the age (Charles 
Tomlinson, Stephen Regan, James 
Booth, Janice Rossen, Andrew Mo-
tion). 

The second part, "The Beginning 
of the Career," encompasses the pe-
riod of maturation from 1940 until 
the publication of "The Less De-
ceived," Larkin's first literary success 
as a poet in 1955. In the next three 
chapters - "The Construction of the 
Poetic Identity," "The North Ship 
(1945)," "Jill (1946) and A Girl in 
Winter (1947)" - Racz tries to recre-
ate the mental process which formed 
Larkin's poetic identity. Reckoning 
that the poet's early works are not of 
Larkin 's best, Racz mostly traces the 
influences rather than analysing and 
interpreting individual texts in depth. 

The first chapter is a biographical-
based analysis of Larkin's first at-
tempts at forming his own (poetic) 
identity. Having collected an impres-
sive amount of data on Larkin, Racz 
manages to draw the intricate system 
of correspondences between Larkin' s 
early years as a poet and the three 
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books of poetry written later. Espe-
cially interesting are the paragraphs 
on Larkin's inventing the figure of 
Brunette Coleman, which seems an 
essential discovery from the point of 
view of his great dramatic mono-
logues and masks. 

While "The Construction of the 
Poetic Identity" relies heavily on 
Larkin's correspondence with King-
sley Amis and James Sutton, "The 
North Ship (1945)" focuses on 
Larkin's first volume of poetry. The 
few passages cited here and the ob-
servations that follow present much 
evidence of the early works' being 
forerunners of certain poems from 
The Less Deceived, The Whitsun Wed-
dings or High Windows ("XVI" vs. 
"Sad Steps," "Love Again" or 
"Aubade"). 

The next chapter with the analysis 
of Jill and A Girl in Winter is remi-
niscent of "The Agnostic Lyric I: 
The Poetry of Philip Larkin" from 
Poets and Masks, where Racz had 
already discussed and identified the 
main characteristics of mask creation 
employed fully-fl edged in Larkin's 
poetr y. 

The second part describing the be-
ginning of Larkin 's career comes to 
an end around page fifty, once again 
leaving us content with the findings 
and assured that the author's conclu-
sions are based on a thorough re-



search. Yet it is also here that some 
readers will first find fault with the 
book. 

The last three chapters might in-
duce disappointment in those who 
have read Poets and Masks, which 
may well be attributed to the many 
resembl ances between Beauty Is Al• 
most Truth and Racz's first publica-
tion in the Orbis Litterarum series. 
Some of these "resemblances" include 
rephrased passages and conclusions 
already arrived at in the earlier book, 
but perhaps more disturbing are th e 
copy-paste sections of the "The Con-
struction of the Poetic Identity" and 
"Jill and A Girl in Winter" (the crea-
tion of Brunette Coleman's figure, 
John Kemp and Jill, excerpts from 
Larkin's letters, etc). Sadly, the same 
is true for the following parts as well; 
the fifty pages of "The Agnostic 
Lyric I: The Poetry of Philip Larkin" 
are all included in the present hun-
dred and thirty-page analyses of The 
Less Deceived, The Whitsun Weddings 
and High Windows almost word for 
word. 

Even though the aims and method s 
of Poets and Masks and those of 
Beauty ls Almost Truth are similar, the 
"guide book" character of the second 
would certainly have allowed for a 
change in the wording and organisa-
tion of the (otherwise immense) ma-
terial. 
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It is also true, however, that the 
majority of readers will not compare 
the two books and readily follow 
Racz's compelling and otherwise 
relevant analyses. 

The third part of the book, "The 
Mature Poet," is by far the bulkiest, 
concentrating on Larkin's thr ee, sig-
nificant volumes of poetry . Working 
hims elf through the Larkin oeuvre, 
Racz discusses individual poems 
while keeping his original aim in 
mind, that is, the analysis of the rela-
tions within the tripartite system of 
poet, lyric I and speaker in the poem. 
Fortunately Rac z 's never stops at 
discussing the relations within 
Larkin's poetry on ly, but manages to 
trace influences back to predecessors 
as well. Browning, Yeats and Eliot 
are all comfortable reference points, 
first of all because of these poet s' 
obvious association with the dra-
matic monologue and with ma sks in 
Briti sh poetry. 

Comparing The Less Deceived with 
The North Ship and XX Poems, Racz 
characterises the new volume as "not 
only thought-provoking, but one 
that is able to reveal something sig-
nificant about the agnostic lyric I, 
who is, nonetheless, willing to dis-
cover the world." The author dis-
cusses most of the vo lume's twenty-
nine poems and, in the majority of 
cases, arrives at th e conclusion that 
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the lyric I stays in the background 
while experience is pushed into the 
foreground (as in "Deceptions"). Cit-
ing Swarbrick's opinion on "Lines on 
a Young Lady's Photograph Album" 
he seems to agree that Larkin -
though he was a liter ary heir to both 
Eliot and Yeats - managed to find a 
path different from theirs and 
"construct a voice that is socially 
identifiable, yet preserves its own 
anonymity." 

There is a poem which Racz sepa-
rates from the rest on the basis of its 
divergence. In "Church Going" the 
lyric I and the speak er merge into 
one, which Racz identifies as a con-
vergence of Larkin's ont ological con-
servatism and hi s obsession with the 
conservation of acquired experienc e. 
The poem with its final epiphany, he 
claim s, revitalises certain characteris-
ti cs of romantic poetry. 

The parallel with Beckett's Wait-
ing for Godot seems a valuable ne,v 
addition to the analysis, just as the 
many references to other critics 
(Parkinson, Watson, Eduard Vlad, 
Press & Booths, Tolley, Kenned~ ·). 

The poems of The Whitsun Wed-
dings are still centred around the 
same questions with experience and 
its relation.to the lyric I in the focus 
of attention. What is new in the 
boo k is in its foregrounding the 
probl ems of tim e and space, with th e 
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latter becoming the main topic in 
many of the major poems ("Whitsun 
Weddings," "Here," "The Imp or-
tance of Elsewhere"). Racz - once 
again citing Andrew Swarbrick -
claims that the "wish to dissolve in 
otherness" becomes more emphatic 
in Larkin's second volume of poetry 
as opposed to The Less Deceived po-
ems' self-analysing approach. 

In connection with "Naturally the 
Foundation with Bear Your Ex-
penses" Racz echoes Booth, who 
separa ted four poems in th e Larkin 
oeuvre on the basis of their contain-
ing a distinctly different speaker 
from th e lyric I ("Wedding Wind," 
"Study of Reading Habits," 
"Livings"). Acc ording to the author 
"the mainstream of The Whitsun 
Weddings is signall ed by th e poems in 
which the other becomes part of the 
lyric I in one way or another." 

As in the earlier chapter, Racz 
again identifies a few poem s in the 
volume as divergent in ton e from 
Larkin's usu al texts which reflect his 
typically agnost ic stance. "For Syd-
ney Bechet," "Toad s Revisited" and 
most notably "Whitsun Weddings" 
exhibit playfulness and jocundity. 

"Lov e" is the central problem of 
The Less Deceived, while tho se of The 
Whitsun Weddin gs are "isol ation" and 
"death. High Windows, Larkin' s last 
volume of poetry , is characterised by 



its "angry voice" - says Swarbri ck, a 
critic Racz often seem s to agree with. 
In this case he shares Swarbrick's 
opinion on High Windows claimin g 
that th e "cynic, coldly superciliou s 
and sometimes booris h " character is 
Larkin's favourite in this volume. H e 
views the frequent use of the "angry 
voice" as resulting from the changes in 
the poet 's life and in the socio-cultural 
conditions of the second half of th e 
sixties. "Aubade" and "Love Again ," 
two poems that Larkin did not in-
clude in any of the vo lumes , close the 
third part of the bo ok w ith a short 
conclu sion to foll ow after wards . 

On th e whole Istd n D. Racz ha s 
given us another impe ccably re-
searched book, one th at will surely 
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become a landm ark in Larkin -
criti cism among students and tea ch-
ers alike. Accordin g to Racz 's origi-
nal int entions , th e publication 
successfull y bal ances betw een the 
different roles, and ma y serve as an 
informative univ ers ity textb ook both 
for English spe akers and oth ers, with 
th e acade mic standards alw ays kept 
in mind . 

Due to its "guide book " charac ter 
th e publication mi ght perhap s foster 
an int ere st in the wider Hun garia n 
publi c towards conte mporar y British 
poetry, and it mi ght also bring wit h 
it the need for new translati ons of 
the Collected Poems of Philip Larkin as 
well. 

PETER POLCZMANN 
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ERRATA 

In Karen Mulhallen's article 
\The AnaChronisT. 2001. 1-18). 
the reproduction in Figure 1 
shows Night VIII, page 37 in-
stead of Night IX, page 37. 
and thus fails to support the 

argument in the article. 

The following pictures ac-
companying the article are 
Copyright © The British 
Museum: William Blake, Night 
Thoughts, Nos. 455, 498. 91. 
349, 291. 396, 507, 345, 509, 
321. and 512: and Europe. 

Plates 5, and 11: Copy D. 

The editors would like to 
apologise for these mistakes. 

This issue has been supported by the 

Oktatasi Miniszterium Felsooktatasi Kutatasi Program 
(FKFP 0050/2001) 


	001-008
	009-026
	027-043
	044-078
	079-111
	112-128
	129-150
	151-163
	164-179
	180-189
	190-215
	216-227
	228-249
	250-263
	264-287
	288-296
	297-302
	303-314
	315-318
	319-326
	327-338
	339-343
	999

