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Abstract: The paper discusses J. M. Coetzee’s first novel, Dusklands (1974), which comprises 
two novellas. “The Vietnam Project” is narrated by Eugene Dawn, an American mythogra-

pher, who works on a report facilitating psychological warfare in the Vietnam War.  The second 
novella, “The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee,” tells the story of an eighteenth-century Dutch explor-
er’s journey and encounter with the Namaqua people in Southern Africa. Following the author 
Coetzee’s perspective, the paper does not focus on the figure of the oppressed, but on the oppres-
sor instead, and the way he, specifically his relation to his body, is affected by either twentieth-
century American imperialism or eighteenth-century colonisation. This paper argues that both 
Eugene Dawn and Jacobus Coetzee are trapped in their respective vicious dehumanising circle 
of imperialism/colonialism where they wish to become “disembodied.” In Dusklands, disem-

bodiment appears in the form of fantasies and feverish dreams; nevertheless, it has a sustained 
effect on the way Dawn and Jacobus interact with others. The paper draws on theories of dehu-

manisation, Matthew Ratcliffe’s view on the relation of touch and reality, and the concept of vul-
nerability as investigated by Judith Butler and Adriana Cavarero.

J. M. Coetzee’s earliest novel, Dusklands (1974), comprises two novellas. 

“The Vietnam Project” is narrated by Eugene Dawn, an American mythogra-

pher, who works on a report facilitating psychological warfare in the Vietnam 

War using photographs of the war as sources. Dawn admits that, since he started 

working on the report, his relationship with others — more specifically, with their 
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bodies — has changed. In his personal life, this appears most prominently in his 

relationship with his wife, Marilyn, with whom he is unable to live a satisfying sex-

ual life. Marilyn is convinced that Dawn’s changed behaviour is the dehumanis-

ing consequence of his work. After finishing the report, Dawn becomes even more 
paranoid than before and runs away, kidnapping his child, Martin. When Marilyn 

and the police arrive at the motel where Dawn and his son are staying, Dawn 

panics, hides behind Martin, and stabs the boy with a fruit knife. The story ends 

at the mental institution where Dawn is placed after almost killing his son.

The second novella, “The Narrative of Jacobus Coetzee,” tells the story 

of an eighteenth-century Dutch explorer’s journey and encounter with the Namaqua 

people in Southern Africa.1 Jacobus, travelling with his Khoikhoi servants, pays 

a short and unfruitful visit to the Namaqua people’s village after which he wants 

to proceed northwards. However, he falls sick during the journey and his serv-

ants have to carry him back to the village. He resents the way he is treated and 

after getting better he leaves the village with Klawer, the most loyal of his servants. 

Jacobus returns to the village with soldiers and while they rape and kill the vil-

lagers and burn down their huts, Jacobus exterminates his disloyal servants who 

remained in the village.

Following Coetzee’s perspective, the paper does not focus on the figure 
of the oppressed, but on the oppressor, and the way he — specifically his relation 
to his body — is affected by either twentieth-century American imperialism or eight-
eenth-century colonisation. It is argued that both Eugene Dawn and Jacobus Coetzee 

are trapped in their respective vicious dehumanising circle of imperialism/coloni-

alism where they wish to become “disembodied.” In this context, disembodiment 

can be defined as one’s disengagement from their body, experienced as a restraining 
burden for the self, in the hope of getting rid of corporeal vulnerability. In Dusklands, 

disembodiment appears in the form of fantasies and feverish dreams; nevertheless, 

it has a sustained effect on the way Dawn and Jacobus interact with others. As they 
lose touch with their bodies, they become unable to feel for others, which leads 

to further dehumanisation and violence.

The paper draws mainly on theories of dehumanisation, Matthew Ratcliffe’s view 
on the relation of touch and reality, and the concept of vulnerability as investi-

gated by Judith Butler and Adriana Cavarero. It begins with a short introduction 

1 The paper refers to Jacobus Coetzee (the character) as “Jacobus” and uses “Coetzee” to refer 

to J. M. Coetzee, the author.
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to the literature on Dusklands and continues with the Cartesian view on soul and body. 

The Cartesian division of the self and the Other is a topic elaborated on in some 

analyses of the novel; however, I will argue that Descartes’s thoughts on body and 

soul are equally relevant here. Disembodiment, the wish to get rid of an essential 

part of a human being, is construed as a kind of self-dehumanisation on the part 

of Dawn and Jacobus. This detachment implies the loss of vulnerability, which may 

be perceived as beneficial by Dawn and Jacobus, as it renders reciprocal relation-

ships, touch, and feeling for the Other impossible. The only way the two perpetra-

tors can interact with the world is through violence, and they reach out towards 

the Other with weapons instead of hands.

The enemy Body

It is conspicuous that former analyses of the novel are mostly concerned with 

the narrator characters’ relation to the Other and the world, but it is equally evi-

dent that the physical body and corporeal vulnerability are not in the focus of these 

studies. The first full-length book dedicated to the works of Coetzee was Teresa 
Dovey’s The Novels of J. M. Coetzee: Lacanian Allegories (1988), which, as the subti-

tle suggests, provides a reading of Coetzee’s earlier works through Lacanian psy-

choanalysis. David Attwell criticised Dovey for overstating the relevance of Lacan 

and pointed out that Descartes, Hegel, or Sartre would be equally valid refer-

ences for interpretation (“Review” 517). Indeed, Coetzee’s novels are often read 

though a Hegelian lens, in which the master and slave (or lord and bondsman) 

dialectic is in focus.2 Though it might be tempting to draw an equal sign between 

the Hegelian master and the coloniser and the Hegelian slave and the colonised, 

the situation is much more complicated than that in the colonial condition and one 

has to be cautious not to interpret the master–slave dialectic as a concrete colo-

nial encounter.3 This complexity is reflected in Coetzee’s novels as well. According 
to Mike Marais, Coetzee invokes the master–slave relationship in his works exactly 

2 See, for instance, Dominic Head’s The Cambridge Introduction to J. M. Coetzee, Mike Marais’s Secretary 
of the Invisible: The Idea of Hospitality in the Fiction of J. M. Coetzee, or Ottilia Veres’s PhD dissertation, 

Colonial Encounters in J. M. Coetzee’s Early Fiction: Two Tropes of Intersubjectivity.
3 For a more detailed description on the disparity between the Hegelian thought and postcolonial 

cultural studies, see, for instance, Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952). Fanon claims 

that the black man cannot be identified as the Hegelian slave, nor are the white masters identical 
to the Hegelian master, for the colonial situation lacks the reciprocity that is present in the Hegelian 
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to highlight the failure of this dialectic in the colonial scenario. Reciprocal rec-

ognition, which is the aim of the struggle of master and slave, is missing from 

Coetzee’s novels (7).

David Attwell couples Dusklands with In the Heart of the Country (1977), and iden-

tifies both as “attack[s] on the rationalist, dominating self of colonialism and impe-

rialism” (Politics of Writing 5). This “colonial self,” writes Attwell, fails “to enter 

reciprocal relationships with the new landscape and its people” (“Problem of History” 

113). He refers to this continuously re-emerging question of the “I” and “You” 

in Coetzee’s works as “the poetics of reciprocity” in an interview with the novel-

ist (Doubling 58).4 In a 1978 interview with Stephen Watson, Coetzee himself talked 

about reciprocity in relation to his first two novels, saying that they are both about 
“living among people without reciprocity, so that there’s only an ‘I’ and a ‘You’ 

is not on the same basis, the ‘You’ is a debased ‘You’” (qtd. in gallagher 98–99). 

Coetzee’s words, concerning originally his first novels, have preserved their rele-

vance, for lack of reciprocity has remained a general condition in his later fiction 
as well. Except for Magda and Michael K, Coetzee’s characters do not live in iso-

lation in the physical sense of the word, still, they seem incapable of maintaining 

reciprocal relationships. While the physical closeness of others would suggest that 

non-reciprocity is present only on a mental and/or an emotional plain, it is impor-

tant to point out that it has a corporeal dimension as well. Eugene Dawn and 

Jacobus Coetzee are disengaged both mentally, emotionally, and physically from 

the world surrounding them.

The figures of the master and the slave also emerge in Allen Richard Penner’s read-

ing of Coetzee; however, he sees this dialectic and all colonial thought as a result 

of “the Cartesian division of the self and others” (13–14). In what follows, I will 

argue in accordance with Attwell and Penner that Descartes’s relevance is equal 

to that of Hegel in Dusklands, and that the base of the division between the self and 

others is a division within the self between body and soul.

In A Discourse on the Method, René Descartes proposes the following thought 

experiment: “I saw that I could pretend that I had no body and that there was 

no world or place for me to be in, but that I could not for all that pretend that I did 

master–slave dialectic. In addition, the black man is less independent than the slave, while the white 

man demands work and not recognition from the black man (168–173).

4 Attwell also mentions Coetzee’s 1977 essay “Achterberg’s ‘Ballade van de Gasfitter’: The Mystery 
of I and You” and his 1987 Jerusalem Prize Acceptance Speech as non-fiction examples.
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not exist” (29). From which he drew the conclusion: “I was a substance whose whole 

essence or nature resides only in thinking, ... [which] has no need of place and 
is not dependent on any material thing. ... [T]he Soul ... is entirely distinct from 
the body ... and would not stop being everything it is, even if the body were not 

to exist” (29). The Cartesian division of body and soul appears distinctly in the first 
novella of Dusklands. Dawn begins his narrative by complaining about his supe-

rior, Coetzee, who has asked him to revise his report. Dawn perceives this request 

as a threat, and presumes that Coetzee wants to get rid of him. He cannot bear 

conflicts, and describes himself as follows: “I am an egg that must lie in the down-

iest of nests under the most coaxing of nurses before my bald, unpromising shell 

cracks and my shy secret life emerges” (10). The metaphor of the fragile egg high-

lights the paradox of Dawn’s simultaneous precariousness and solipsism. According 

to Judith Butler, “lives are by definition precarious,” because “precariousness is coex-

tensive with birth itself” (Frames xiv, 25). Though the egg with its connotations 

of birth and fragility would fit into Butler’s definition of precariousness, its abso-

lute closedness to the world makes it incapable of reciprocal connections. Dawn 

as an egg is indifferent to the precariousness of other lives, his “shell-body” pre-

vents him from “being impinged upon by the exposure and dependency of others” 

(Butler, Frames xiv). Penner sees Dawn’s eventual mental breakdown as a result of this 

“extreme Cartesian isolation of ‘I’ from the ‘other’” (32). The confined inner world 
of Dawn appears later in a somewhat similar image of fragile embryonic crystals 

enclosed in a membrane of amnion: “I am living a crystal life nowadays. Exorbitant 

formations flower in my head, that sealed airless world. First the enveloping skull. 
Then a sac, an amnion” (55).

A similar duality is observable in the case of Jacobus. Describing his happi-

ness upon the revenge attack on the Namaqua people’s village he says: “My mind 

bobbed in my body like a bottle on the sea” (157). Earlier in the story, Jacobus had 

already referred to these two separate parts of himself, though in a less explicit way: 

“I carried my secret buried within me. I could not be touched” (115). This supposed 

untouchability is, on the one hand, similar to Dawn’s “egg” existence, which makes 

both characters callous to the outside world. On the other hand, untouchability also 

foreshadows invulnerability, or rather the fantasy of invulnerability, which has sig-

nificance in Jacobus’s narrative.
In his report, Dawn claims that the failure of American propaganda is due 

to the voice used in radio programmes which is neither the voice of the “father nor 
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[that of the] brother. It is the voice of the doubting self, the voice of René Descartes 
driving his wedge between the self in the world and the self who contemplates that 

self” (39–40). The programmes “have failed because they speak out of an alien-

ated doppelgänger rationality for which there is no precedent in Vietnamese thought” 

(40).5 Though he claims that the Cartesian approach is unprofitable in an imperial 
context, in his own work, Dawn follows Descartes’s method. He refuses the offered 
familiarisation tour to Vietnam. Instead of first-hand experiences, he relies entirely 
on thinking: “I discovered all the truths in my Vietnam report, by introspection. 

Vietnam, like everything else, is inside me” (30). The body seems not only to be irrel-

evant from the point of the soul’s existence (as Descartes claimed), but it becomes 

an albatross around Dawn’s and Jacobus’s neck. Or, as Noémi Doktorcsik puts it, 

“the inner and the outer parts are not in line; moreover, they contradict each other” (28).

The first signs of Dawn’s conflict with his body emerge during the meeting with 
his supervisor, Coetzee. He tries desperately to stop his fidgeting fingers, to sub-

due “spasms in the various parts of [his] body” (16). The involuntary movements 
of his body annoy him because, as a reader of Charlotte Wolf’s A Psychology of Gesture 
(1972) (which he incorrectly refers to as The Psycholog y of Gesture — evidence of his 

absolute belief in its truth and authority), Dawn knows that these gestures betray 

his depression and anxiety, making him look weak before Coetzee (15). In his 

annoyance, he bursts out: “I am vexed by the indiscipline of my body. I have often 

wished I had another one” (16). What makes Dawn even more displeased with his 

body is that it prevents him from enjoying his work by acting exhausted and suf-

fering from watering eyes, headaches, and backache. Sitting at his desk in his grey 

carrel, he complains: “I should be in paradise. But my body betrays me. ... From 

head to foot I am the subject of a revolting body” (19–20). Dawn perceives his body 

as an enemy, a restraining weight, like the old man sitting on Sinbad’s neck.6 Although 

Butler notes that the Phenomenolog y of Spirit is not much concerned with the body 

since it is “only referred to indirectly as the encasement, location, or specificity 
of consciousness” (Psychic 34), it is still important to mention the Hegelian thread 

(invoked at the beginning of this segment) in connection with the figures of Sinbad 

5 Like the Hegelian master–slave dialectic, Cartesian thought has its limits in the imperial/colonial 

context (see footnote 3).

6 The fable of Sinbad and the Old Man of the sea is a recurring element in Coetzee’s oeuvre. In Dusklands, 

it is the body that acts as a tyrant over Dawn’s spirit, while in Foe (1986), Susan feels it is Friday who 

weighs on her like the Old Man on Sinbad. However, the fable appears most prominently in Slow 
Man (2005), where the novelist Elizabeth Costello evokes the story when Paul wants to get rid of her.
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and the Old Man. Veres, who, in accordance with Marais, sees the relationships 

in Dusklands as instances of the failed Hegelian dialectic, claims that the recur-

ring tale of Sinbad and the Old Man in the fiction of Coetzee is a “motif and trope 
of intersubjectivity” (19, 30). Dawn says:

I have an exploring temperament. Had I lived two hundred years 

ago I would have had a continent to explore, to map, to open to coloni-

sation. In that vertiginous freedom I might have expanded to my true 

potential. If I feel cramped nowadays it is because I have no space 

to beat my wings. That is a good explanation for the trouble I have 

with my back, and a mythic one too. My spirit should soar into 

the endless interior distances, but dragging it back, alas, is this tyrant 

body. Sinbad’s story of the old man of the sea is also apposite. (57)

Though it might be argued that Dawn sees himself as Sinbad and his superior, 

Coetzee, as the cruel Old Man from the tale, turning this situation into an exam-

ple of intersubjectivity, the text clearly refers to the body as the tyrant and the spirit 

as the enslaved. Veres acknowledges that in some cases the tale stands for subjec-

tivity instead of intersubjectivity, like in Dawn’s account where it is a “metaphor 

for the split within the subject” (33). Thus, just like the egg metaphor, the reference 

to the Sinbad tale is the sign of split within Dawn himself. The explanation he finds 
for his backache, hence his clip-winged spirit restrained from exploration, is in line 

with Jacobus’s thoughts. In the case of the latter, it is the fever accompanying his 

illness that frees his mind/soul/spirit from the body’s prison:

My fevers came and went, distinguishable only by the flexings 
of the soul’s wings that came with fever and the lumpish tedium 

of the return to earth. I inhabited the past again, meditating upon 

my life as tamer of the wild. I meditated upon the acres of new 

ground I had eaten up with my eyes. (119)

Thus, Dawn’s eighteenth-century explorer counterpart carries out the same 

Cartesian experiment of pretending away his body while lying sick in a menstrua-

tion hut of the Namaquas. During one of his fevers, Jacobus meditates on the effects 
of space and solitude:
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... the five senses stretch out from the body they inhabit, but four 
stretch into a vacuum. The ear cannot hear, the nose cannot smell, 

the tongue cannot taste, the skin cannot feel. The skin cannot feel: the sun 

bears down on the body, flesh and skin move in a pocket of heat, 
the skin stretches vainly around, everything is sun. Only the eyes have 
power. The eyes are free, they reach out to the horizon all around. 

Nothing is hidden from the eyes. As the other senses grow numb 

or dumb my eyes flex and extend themselves. I become a spheri-
cal reflecting eye moving through the wilderness and ingesting it. 
Destroyer of the wilderness, I move through the land cutting a devour-

ing path from horizon to horizon. There is nothing from which 

my eye turns, I am all that I see. Such loneliness! Not a stone, not 

a bush, not a wretched provident ant that is not comprehended in this 

travelling sphere. What is there that is not me? I am a transparent 

sac with a black core full of images and a gun. (121, emphases added)

As a self-proclaimed explorer, it is not surprising that Jacobus accepts sight 

as the only sense that retains its might, while the skin, thus touch, is doubly 

deprived of its power. However, “explorer” is merely a euphemism for “coloniser” 

here, part of the strategy Mary Louise Pratt calls “anti-conquest.”7 Pratt’s term 

refers to the “strategies of representation whereby European bourgeois subjects 

seek to secure their innocence in the same moment as they assert European 

hegemony” (7). This image of innocence is reinforced in the afterword attached 

to Jacobus’s narrative where he is portrayed as a hero, “discoverer of the Orange 

River and the giraffe”, the latter of which “in his innocence he conceived 
to be a variety of camel” (165, 185).8 Eighteenth-century travel writers styled them-

selves as the innocent “main protagonist[s] of anti-conquest,” the “‘seeing-m[e]n’ ... 
whose imperial eyes passively look out and possess” (Pratt 7). Jacobus is constructed 

more or less along these lines: he calls himself an explorer, he makes discoveries and 

imagines himself as the “disembodied eye” that Pratt identifies with the scientific 

7 Mary Louise Pratt draws on Coetzee’s White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South Africa (1988), 

and uses the study as a model for her chapter on Spanish America.

8 The afterword is part of the Jacobus novella. Here, Coetzee is writing from the perspec-

tive of the invented persona of the late Dr. S. J. Coetzee, an expert and admirer of Jacobus 

Coetzee, the explorer.
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subject of anti-conquest (78).9 However, Jacobus’s gun protrudes visibly from this 

idealised scene of anti-conquest and points directly at conquest. In other words, 

the all-seeing domineering eye equipped with a gun alludes to colonisation. Jacobus 

does not only passively observe the landscape but makes it his own, he conquers 

the land as he “devours” or “ingests” it with his eyes. It is as if he became the dis-

embodied “mode of consciousness” Michael Vaughan describes as the “Northern 

European Protestant type, with its project of world-colonisation” (123). In his nar-

rative, Jacobus’s encounter with the giraffe appears in the following form: “I move 
through the wilderness with my gun at the shoulder of my eye and slay elephants, 

hip-popotami, rhinoceres, buffalo, lions, leopards, dogs, giraffes, antelope and 
buck of all descriptions, fowl of all descriptions, hares, and snakes; I leave behind 

me a mountain of skin, bones, inedible gristle, and excrement” (122). Thus, see-

ing, “the innocent act of the anti-conquest,” turns into the invasion and destruc-

tion of the African land by the use of guns, that is, “tool[s] of conquest” (Pratt 66).
The lack of reciprocity Coetzee talked about appears in this feverish fantasy 

of the eye as well, since Jacobus’s relation to the African landscape is one-direc-

tional. The eyeball’s transparency is in sharp contrast with its all-seeing ability. 

In an essay in White Writing, Coetzee deals again with this dominance of sight 

when writing about Sydney Clouts’s landscape poetry. In that essay, he quotes 

Wordsworth’s “The Prelude”:

I  s p e a k  i n  r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  a  t i m e 

W h e n  t h e  b o d i l y  e y e ,  i n  e v e r y  s t a g e  o f  l i f e 

T h e  m o s t  d e s p o t i c  o f  o u r  s e n s e s ,  g a i n e d 

Suc h  s t r en g t h  i n  “me”  a s  o f t en  he ld  my  m i nd 

In absolute dominion. (White Writing 177; “The Prelude,” 

bk. 12, ll. 127–131)

Wordsworth’s poem goes on to describe how Nature calls upon the other senses 

and thus “thwart[s] / This tyranny” of the eye (“The Prelude,” bk. 12, ll. 134–135). 
unlike Jacobus, whose senses go “numb or dumb,” the speaker of Wordsworth’s poem 

is undoubtedly in a reciprocal relationship with nature, because the landscape 

affects him (121). Moreover, the image of the “transparent sac” is an allusion 

9 Pratt defines two types of eighteenth-century anti-conquest protagonists, the sentimental and the sci-
entific. The latter one moves on the periphery of his writing and his main aim is to systematise nature.
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to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s metaphor of the transparent eyeball, which he intro-

duced in his essay “Nature,” published in 1836 (López 72). Despite the apparent 

connection, the two transparent eyes differ in a crucial aspect, namely, the direc-

tion of the one-sided relationship to the landscape. The passivity of the transcen-

dentalist contemplating eye is juxtaposed with the violent activity of the colonial 

gaze. While Emerson’s unification with nature is harmonious, and the eye accepts 
the sight of the wilderness as it is, Jacobus’s eye is a predatory black hole equipped 

with a gun that hunts down and engulfs everything from stones to animals.

This self-image of Jacobus as an eye with a gun strengthens his fantasy of invul-

nerability already mentioned above. He develops this fantasy to the degree that 

he can rely on sight only because, as he puts it, “the skin cannot feel,” and indeed, 

he does not seem to feel pain (121). This way, Jacobus becomes disembodied, or rather 

he “disembodies” himself. When the villagers attack him for mutilating a child, 

he does not describe his torture with his own bodily sensations but can only invoke 

witnesses who might be able to see how badly he is being treated:

A claustral despair came. Someone was sitting on my head, I could 

move not even my jaw. The pain became trivial. It occurred 

to me that I could suffocate and die and these people would not 
care. They were tormenting me excessively. Surely they were tor-

menting me excessively, surely anyone could see that. ... “That which 
is not felt by the criminal is his crime. I am nothing to them, nothing but 

an occasion.” Beyond rage, beyond pain, beyond fear I withdrew 

inside myself and in my womb of ice totted up the profit and the loss. 
(140, emphasis added)

The irony of the words in italics is revealed when Jacobus, watching, listening 

to, and carrying out the massacre in the village of the Namaqua people, feels 

only boredom (155–156).

Both Dawn and Jacobus disengage themselves from the body which only 

generates conflict and annoyance and exposes them to pain. They become their 
thoughts and live in their mind instead: “I am my work. For a year now the Vietnam 

Project has been the centre of my existence,” says Dawn proudly (11). This seems 

to be an advantageous step for Dawn and Jacobus who perceive the liberation 
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from the body as a “triumphant disembodiment” (Wolfe xv).10 However, in reality, 

the loss of corporeal vulnerability entails the loss of “humanity.” For Butler, bod-

ily needs and dependency as well as “vulnerability to injury” are “clearly political 

issues,” and “precarity only makes sense” if they are identified as such (Notes 117). 

According to Butler, “everyone is precarious, and this follows from our social exist-

ence as bodily beings,” to which she adds: “No one escapes the precarious dimen-

sion of social life — it is, we might say, the joint of our nonfoundation” (Notes 118–119). 

Thus, in a Butlerian vein, it can be claimed that the two narrators of Coetzee’s novel 

deprive themselves of “a primary vulnerability to others, one that one cannot will 

away without ceasing to be human” (Precarious xiv). Disembodiment can, therefore, 

be seen as a kind of self-dehumanisation in Dusklands.

It is important to point out that despite the usually negative connotation 

of the expression, dehumanisation is, in general, a neutral concept (Kronfeldner 10). 

Dawn and Jacobus’s self-dehumanisation does not imply negative emotions, for 

instance, hatred for themselves. Stéphanie Demoulin et al. identify two main cata-

lysts of self-dehumanisation: meta-dehumanisation (when one dehumanises oneself 

as a reaction to being dehumanised by someone else) and “immoral acts performed 

by the self” (265–266). Or, as Maria Kronfeldner puts it referring to the latter, per-

petrators may dehumanise themselves “in reaction to their own dehumanising atti-

tudes or actions toward others” (10). At first glance, this explanation seems plausible 
in the case of Jacobus, who views and treats the natives as animals, as well as Dawn, 

who does not see the Vietnamese as fully human beings either. However, Demoulin 

et al. add that self-dehumanisation can “arise as a consequence of one’s immoral 

act at least to the extent that the target recognises the immoral qualification of her 
behaviour” (270). In other words, self-dehumanisation presupposes an acknowledge-

ment or recognition of the immorality of one’s actions (Demoulin et al. 265–267). 

Jacobus never comes to this realisation: at the end of his narrative he still thinks 

of killing the Namaqua people as a heroic “sacrifice” (163).
Dawn’s case is more complex. Though Coetzee offers a solution in the form 

of the doctors’ diagnosis, it is evident from the tone that this explanation is ironic 

rather than definitive. At the mental institution, Dawn is sorry for having stabbed 
Martin, but he also claims he is not guilty, not having been himself when he hurt 

10 Wolfe uses “triumphant disembodiment” in reference to N. Katherine Hayles’s How We Became 
Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (1999). He claims that the term post-

human is used by Hayles as the opposite of embodiment.
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his child (76). Nevertheless, the Vietnam Project’s inhumanity does not dawn 

on him. Neither Marilyn nor her friends can make Dawn see that the report 

and the whole Vietnam war are morally questionable and that the hours writ-

ing the report have affected him adversely. He mocks his wife’s notion: “She lives 
in the hope that what her friends call my psychic brutalisation will end with the end 

of the war and the Vietnam Project, that reinsertion into civilisation will tame 

and eventually humanise me” (23). Dawn believes in the legitimacy and impor-

tance of his work as a mythographer and is not aware of its questionable morality. 

However, the resistance he experiences in his body might be a sign of the uncon-

scious realisation of the inhumanity of the Vietnam Project. Eventually, the doctors 

at the mental institution come to a conclusion about which Dawn is rather scepti-

cal: “The hypothesis they test is that intimate contact with the design of war made 

me callous to suffering and created in me a need for violent solutions to problems 
of living, infecting me at the same time with guilty feelings that showed themselves 

in nervous symptoms” (82).

Therefore, to a degree, the repressed realisation of the immorality of his acts 

contributes to his mental breakdown as well as to his disengagement with his own 

body. Jacobus’s self-dehumanisation can be explained by a more abstract view 

of dehumanisation. According to Kronfeldner, an ever-present aspect of dehuman-

isation seems to be the fact that it “establishes difference and distance between human 

beings” (9). Jacobus’s narrative begins with a lamentation on the vanishing dividing 

line between the white settlers and the Khoikhoi, whom he refers to as Hottentots: 

“Everywhere differences grow smaller as they come up and we go down. ... In hard 
times how can differences be maintained?” (88). The only vague difference Jacobus 
can devise is “true” Christianity, because, though the Khoikhoi took up Christianity 

as well, theirs is only “an empty word” (89). On the other hand, he has no diffi-

culty in establishing difference and distance between white men and the San peo-

ple, whom he calls the Bushmen and who live outside the white settlements. These 

native people become the targets of Jacobus’s dehumanisation, more precisely, 

animalistic dehumanisation according to Nick Haslam’s dual model.11 Jacobus 

proclaims that “[t]he Bushman is a different creature, a wild animal with an ani-
mal’s soul” (89). Besides the tendency to steal, mutilate and kill white men’s stock, 

Jacobus finds the most obvious sign of inhumanity in the way the natives supposedly 
treat their sick and elderly. While elaborating on the apprehension and killing 

11 See Nick Haslam’s “Dehumanisation: An Integrative Review” (2006).
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of the San, he mentions that the one he was able to capture on foot was a sick, old 

woman left behind by her people because she could not walk. “For they are not like 

us,” states Jacobus, “they don’t look after their aged, when you cannot keep up with 

the troop they put down a little food and water and abandon you to the animals” 

(91). The response to vulnerability is marked by Jacobus as a difference that distin-

guishes humans and non-humans.12

Adriana Cavarero identifies caring and wounding as the two alternative responses 
“inscribed in the condition of vulnerability” to which the body, being exposed to oth-

ers, is open (Horrorism 20). Caring, in this case, is clearly a sign of humanity, while 

wounding is associated with the San people’s animality. Wounding, of course, does 

not only refer to physical violence. Writing about the primary vulnerability of new-

borns, Butler argues that besides violence, abandonment and starvation are equally 

harmful, hence qualify as wounding, because, instead of support or care, their “bod-

ies [are] given over to nothing, or to brutality, or to no sustenance” (Precarious 31). 

The reassuring distance between the European colonists and the Africans estab-

lished by the opposition between caring and wounding decreases suddenly when 

Jacobus visits the chieftain of the Namaquas. Arriving at the village, Jacobus is told 

that the old man is sick, but he is not abandoned, in fact, he is being taken care 

of conscientiously: a girl sits with him, waving away flies; he is covered with and lies 
on animal skins, he is washed and given medicine. The comforting distance van-

ishes completely when Jacobus himself falls sick and, instead of abandoning him, his 

servants bring him back to the village with the help of the Namaquas. Jacobus’s way 

back to the village is marked by hands, mostly the caring hands of the supposedly 

inhuman African people: “I was handled roughly,” Jacobus tells us; “Rough men 

were lifting me, wrapped in blankets like a corpse. My hands were locked at my sides” 

(116). On top of being sick, Jacobus’s hands are restrained, and his vulnerable body 

is entirely exposed to the others’ will, just like a newborn’s, whose “survival is depend-

ent on what we might call a social network of hands” (Butler, Precarious 14). Jacobus 

continues: “gentle hands raised me till I was sitting. ... I realised that, sick with who 

knows what fever, I had fallen into the hands of callous thieves ignorant of the very 

rudiments of medicine” (117). Yet, however hard he tries to portray the Namaquas 

12 Ironically, Jacobus will similarly abandon the ill Klawer on the way back home. He leaves food 

and water for his servant, just like, according to him, the San did in the case of the old woman. 

Although Jacobus promises Klawer that he will come back for him on horseback, he never actu-

ally tries to find the man afterwards.
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as ignorant barbarians, Jacobus cannot deny the fact that caring, which he had 

thought to be the privileged attribute of white Christians, is also valued and prac-

tised by the natives of Namaqualand.

Moreover, it is Jacobus’s own body that betrays him. A visible manifestation 

of his vulnerability is the carbuncle that appears on his left buttock in the last phase 

of his illness. Though the fever has gone, Jacobus seems to experience himself still 

as the all-seeing but unfeeling eyeball. Sight remains the only trustworthy sense, 

thus, to examine the carbuncle, Jacobus longs for a mirror and says: “I was teased 

by my inability to see it. How large was it? Only eyes could be trusted, for my finger-
tips refused to distinguish between their own sensation and the sensation of the skin 

they touched” (133, 137). Since the boil makes walking painful and riding impossible, 

Jacobus goes to the stream and, after a struggle, he succeeds in lancing it. Jacobus 

repeats his wish for a mirror later with the very same words, “I longed for a mirror” 

(133). This time, short of a stream, he dreams of a pool of water (149). Jacobus’s ten-

dency for boasting, his lack of empathy and his craving for a mirror all point towards 

the myth of Narcissus. The myth is relevant even more so since the carbuncle on his 

buttocks can be seen as a narcissistic wound. According to Butler, such a wound 

can open when one’s physical vulnerability is put on public display (Precarious 7).

The body’s illness uncovers the vulnerability shared by every living being, 

by the coloniser as well as the colonised. Jacobus’s disembodiment can, therefore, 

be explained as a result of this uncomfortable realisation of similarity. By becoming 

the soul with wings or the spherical transparent eye, Jacobus disengages from his 

traitorous and confining body. Like Dawn, Jacobus does not perceive this disengage-

ment or self-dehumanisation as a loss, but rather as a positive, liberating experience.

Nick Haslam’s dual model of dehumanisation is a relevant source with regard 

to the self-dehumanisation as well as the dehumanisation of others in Dusklands, as men-

tioned before in the case of Jacobus and the San people. Although Haslam’s work 

does not deal with corporeal characteristics, the body has a place in his concept 

of the human and may be listed among the HN (human nature — inborn) char-

acteristics as defined by Haslam. This would mean that in Haslam’s model, both 
Dawn and Jacobus are the subjects of mechanistic self-dehumanisation, since they 

wish to deprive themselves of their body, an inborn human characteristic. This 

is significant since Haslam points out that mechanistic dehumanisation is closely 
linked with empathy deficits and that it “may therefore index the extent to which 
people see no relatedness to others” (261–262). Research conducted by Demoulin 
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et al. confirms that mechanistic self-dehumanisation is characterised, for instance, 
by coldness, numbness and “lack of emotional reaction” (270). Furthermore, I will 

argue that this mechanistic undercurrent is significant in the way the two narra-

tors are trying to connect with others.

RelaTion To The oTheR

The rather positive attitude of Dawn and Jacobus towards losing their bodily vul-

nerability implies a negative influence on their relationships with the Other. By los-
ing their supposed vulnerability, both Dawn and Jacobus become the “I” who 

lives among the others without reciprocity. The node where Dusklands, the body, 

and reciprocity meet is touch. The sense of touch has been the subject of debate 

since Aristotle, who wrote in De Anima that it is the most basic of the senses (373). 

French Enlightenment philosopher Étienne Bonnot de Condillac thought that 

touch is the most superior sense that is able to teach the other senses “to judge 

external objects” (283, 296, 449). Though Aristotle ranked touch at the lowest 

level in the hierarchy of the senses, he admitted that it is this sense that is most 

refined in the case of humans (De Anima 372, 428). unlike Condillac, Aristotle did 

not identify the hand as the organ of touch, he argued instead that it is the flesh, 
“the most corporeal of all the sense-organs” (Parts 115), which is responsible for touch. 

The delicacy of human touch is, therefore, explained by the softness of human flesh 
which is, according to Aristotle, “the softest kind of flesh there is” (Parts 199). This 

view of the human flesh propounds an interesting correlation highlighted by Pascal 
Masie, namely, that “intelligence is proportioned to the degree of tactile sensibil-

ity in such a way that it is our vulnerability that accounts for our alleged superiority” 

(84, emphasis added). That touch is labelled as the most basic and primitive sense 

by Aristotle also means that it is the most necessary of all the senses, without which 

no animal can exist (De Anima 376, 533, 535).

Matthew Ratcliffe’s writings on touch, situatedness, and reality offer an approach 
in which both Aristotle’s and Condillac’s thoughts are reiterated to a certain degree. 

First, Ratcliffe acknowledges that the hand is often regarded as “the fovea of touch”; 
nevertheless, he cautions that its “tactual significance” should not be overstated 
(“Reality” 142).13 In an Aristotelean vein, the essentiality of touch is stated as fol-

13 The fovea is the region of the retina where the acuity of vision is the greatest (Lackie 1123). By bor-

rowing a term from the eye’s anatomy, Ratcliffe points to and simultaneously questions the view that 
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lows: “Without vision or hearing, one would inhabit a very different experiential 
world, whereas one would not have a world at all without touch” (“Reality” 132). 

In addition, Ratcliffe comes to the same conclusion concerning the importance 
of touch in realising the outside world as Condillac did:

I want to maintain that tactual possibilities, along with the tac-

tual background, are indispensable to a sense of reality and belong-

ing — they connect us to things. The sense of reality presupposed 

by sight depends on them; without our experience of potential touch, 

what we see would not appear as “there.” (“Reality” 148)

In light of the relationship between touch and reality, Jacobus’s question during 

his transparent eye fantasy — “What is there that is not me?” — gains new mean-

ing. It is not simply the haughty statement of the coloniser, but the ontological 

question of the self who only relies on sight. As Susan gallagher sees it, the two 

novellas are connected by their exploration of “the common psychology of coloni-

sation and oppression” and by the “ontological problem” Dawn and Jacobus share 

(51, 60). Touch is particularly undesirable for Jacobus since it presupposes belong-

ing and closeness, while by sight, he can keep his distance. While he is waiting for 

Klawer to pack for the homeward journey, standing among the villagers, he says: 

“I am among you but I am not of you” (142).

Dawn expresses a similar condition: “during the past year relations between 

my own and other human bodies have changed” (24). Yet again, reciprocity, which, 

according to Ratcliffe, is “integral to touch” (“Reality” 134), is broken between 
Dawn, Jacobus, and their respective surroundings. One example of this brokenness 

is Dawn’s sexual relationship with his wife, or, as he calls it, his “sad connection 

with Marilyn” (20). Dawn says that, though he and Marilyn make love following 

the instructions of marriage manuals to the letter, the bliss described in the books 

eludes them (20). The reference to manuals evokes an image of machines being oper-

ated rather than bodies embracing. This image is reinforced by the use of mech-

anistic terms such as iron spine, sewer, or ducts. There is no mention of touching 

or sensations at all, Dawn withdraws into his mind and blames Marilyn’s disengage-

ment for the failure. It does not cross Dawn’s mind that it might be his disengage-

ment from his body that causes the problem; instead, he thinks: “The word which 

defines the hands as the sense organs of touch, similarly to the eyes being the sense organs of sight.
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at such moments flashes its tail across the heavens of my never quite extinguished 
consciousness is evacuation” (20). What really happens between Dawn and Marilyn 

is not touch, but “one object colliding with another” (Ratcliffe, “Situatedness”). 
It is Dawn’s disembodiment that prevents him from realising Marilyn’s body 

as a body through touch instead of perceiving it as a kind of mechanistic repro-

ductive system. He is unable to connect, as his egg metaphor revealed at the very 

beginning of his narrative. Ratcliffe’s thoughts on the body as a “bounded object,” 
an egg, for instance, are especially relevant here:

Perception of the body as a discrete object with clear boundaries is, 

at the same time, a failure to perceive and engage with the world, 

a loss of connectedness. ... Many phenomenologically-minded psychi-

atrists have pointed out that this kind of predicament is characteristic 

of experiential pathologies such as schizophrenia ..., where dimin-

ished bodily affect is, at the same time, an object-like conspicuousness 
of the body. In conjunction with this, there is a lack of relatedness 

to the world, a failure of the body as a “feeling,” rather than “felt” 

entity and a consequent sense of unreality, estrangement and lack 

of practical belonging that pervades all experience. (“Situatedness”)

Dawn may not be diagnosed with schizophrenia in the end, but Ratcliffe’s thoughts 
add an interesting psychiatric layer to Dawn’s disembodiment, nonetheless. In light 

of his lack of connection with Marilyn, it is ironic that Dawn believes himself 

to be “a specialist of relations” just “like so many people of an intellectual cast” 

(63). It is Marilyn who realises connections, such as the one between the changes 

in Dawn’s attitude towards other human bodies and the twenty-four photographs 

of human bodies he carries in a paranoid manner with him everywhere. These pic-

tures of Vietnamese people subjected to rape, starvation, imprisonment, or decap-

itation, and the consequent dreams and fantasies that haunt Dawn throughout 

the novella are the only actual link between him and Vietnam. What Dawn 

achieves by refusing the familiarisation tour to Vietnam and writing his report 

relying merely on the basis of the photos and introspection is the convenient dis-

tance from the Other and the fantasy of invulnerability. Watching a film about tiger 
cages on Hon Tre Island, Dawn praises his own prudence:
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I applaud myself for having kept away from the physical Vietnam: 

the insolence of the people, the filth and flies and no doubt stench, 
the eyes of prisoners, whom I would no doubt have had to face ... 

these things belong to an irredeemable Vietnam in the world which 

only embarrasses and alienates me. (32–33)

The distance Dawn keeps from Vietnam protects him from being touched, both 

physically and emotionally, by the Vietnamese Other. In other words, Dawn 

is not exposed to the Other, he is invulnerable in a physical and emotional sense. 

By watching the film and constantly looking at the twenty-four photos, Dawn hovers 
over Vietnam like an all-seeing but unfeeling transparent eye. It is this imbalance 

in vulnerability, or lack of shared corporeal reality, that causes Dawn’s indifference. 
According to Butler, “to be injured means that one has the chance to reflect upon 
injury, to find out the mechanisms of its distribution, to find out who else suffers 
from permeable borders, unexpected violence, dispossession, and fear, and in what 

ways” (Precarious xii). Dawn refuses this chance by refusing the journey to Vietnam. 

He is utterly unable to feel for the Other simply by looking at photos of rape or tor-

ture. To realise the vulnerability of the Other, a shared corporeal reality is needed 

that implies the ensemble of the senses working in concert. Sight alone is insufficient, 
as Butler puts it: “It is not only or exclusively the visual apprehension of a life that 

forms a necessary precondition for an understanding of the precariousness of life. 

Another life is taken in through all the senses” (Frames 51). Consequently, a “photo 

cannot restore integrity to the body it registers” (Butler, Frames 78).

The absence of the sense of bodily integrity is most prominent in the case 

of Dawn’s second photograph, which depicts two American soldiers posing with 

three severed Vietnamese heads. These “trophies,” says Dawn, were “taken from 

corpses or near-corpses” (32). Due, on the one hand, to the photo’s insufficiency 
and, on the other, to his disengagement from his body, Dawn does not perceive 

the heads as body parts that belonged to a living human being. Bodily integrity is key 

to Cavarero’s concept of horror: “for the being that knows itself irremediably singu-

lar,” horror has to do with the unwatchability of disfigurement of the body and can 
best be described as an “instinctive disgust for a violence that, not content merely 

to kill because killing would be too little, aims to destroy uniqueness of the body, 

tearing at its constitutive vulnerability” (Horrorism 8). About decapitation, Cavarero 

writes: “it is not so much killing that is in question here but rather dehumanising and 
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savaging the body as body, destroying it in its figural unity, sullying it” (Horrorism 9). 

It is, however, not horror that the photograph evokes in Dawn but rather a perverse 

happiness. He finds severed heads ridiculous, and giggles at the picture (32). His 
reaction shows clearly that he lacks the precondition, namely, the sense of singu-

larity and unity of his body, of apprehending horror. For the same reason, Jacobus 

is completely clueless as to why his biting off a child’s ear is considered mutilation 
and such an unforgivable crime that he is banned from the village.

Interestingly, Dawn does not only enjoy looking at the photos but feels an irre-

sistible urge to touch them as well: “On evenings when the sober edge of reality 

is sharpest, when my assembled props feel most like notions out of books ..., I find 
my hand creeping toward the briefcase” (31). Here, Dawn’s hand seems to have 

its own will, proving again that his relation to his body is disconcerted. In addi-

tion, though it is a failed attempt, he tries asserting reality by touch. It is important 

to note that this kind of touch lacks reciprocity and is aggressive in nature. Dawn 

attempts to touch, or rather to penetrate the third photo in his collection (which 

is a still from the film already mentioned above), portraying a man in a tiger cage:

I close my eyes and pass my fingertips over the cool, odourless sur-
face of the print. ... Everywhere its surface is the same. The glint 

in the eye, which in a moment luckily never to arrive will through 

the camera look into my eyes, is bland and opaque under my fingers, 
yielding no passage into the interior of this obscure but indubitable 

man. I keep exploring. under the persistent pressure of my imagina-

tion, acute and morbid in the night, it may yet yield. (34)

Dominic Head calls this wish to touch “penetrative desire” that “plainly paral-

lels the penetrative (yet paradoxical) desire of colonial domination” (40). Since 

the aim of this penetration has to do with domination and not reciprocal connec-

tion, it cannot be successful through touch. Dawn wants to touch the man in the pic-

ture without being touched himself. Drawing on Husserl, Richard Kearney notes 

that it is sight that “promises domination,” while touch is the intersection “between 

me and all that is not me” (47). There are two other instances of failed touch 

in Dawn’s story, and the key to both of them lies in domination and the inabil-

ity to feel for the Other. Dawn is convinced that Marilyn cheats on him, which 

is why he spies on her through their bedroom window. The scene evokes the earlier 
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scene of Dawn flipping through his photographs: Dawn sees but is not seen, and 
Marilyn is framed by the window, the glass being the “cool, odourless surface.” 

He says: “My heart went out to her. I longed to stretch a hand through the glass” 

(60). Mentioning his heart, Dawn tries to stage this situation as an attempt for a feel-

ing connection. However, when he goes on describing his dreams about people from 

his photographs, it becomes clear that he does not feel for the Other:

In euphoric gestures of liberation I stretch out my right hand. My fin-

gers, expressive, full of meaning, full of love, close on their nar-

row shoulders, but close empty, as clutches have a way of doing 

in the empty dream-space of one’s head. I repeat the movement many 

times, the movement of love (open the chest, reach the arm) and dis-

couragement (empty hand, empty heart). grateful for the simple honesty 

of this dream but bored all the same by its moral treadmill, I drift 

in and out, drowning and waking. (60–61, emphasis added)

Though he finds the dream boring, Dawn realises that touch and empathy are 
related. Kearney summarises this as follows: “touch serves as the indispensable 

agency of intercorporality — and, by moral extension, empathy” (47).

Considering how stubbornly Jacobus wants to maintain the distance between 

himself and others and how uncomfortable Dawn feels when he has to be among 

other people, the question arises as to why they would want to be among and 

to interact with others at all. Dawn seems to be the happiest in the mornings when 

he is not disturbed by Marilyn or his son and can be creative; yet, when he runs away, 

he brings his son Martin along. Jacobus states proudly on the journey back home that 

he “was casting off attachments” (144). When he eventually leaves Klawer behind, 
he performs a dance, hugs and kicks the earth, and sings in his joy to be alone: 

“Every possible copula was enacted that could link the world to an elephant hunter 

armed with a bow and crazed with freedom after seventy days of watching eyes and 

listening ears” (147). He exclaims his love for god and everything in the world, but 

adds a strange request: “But god, don’t let them love me. I don’t like accomplices, 

god, I want to be alone” (147).

Jacobus’s monologue, besides being another instance of non-reciprocity 

in the novel, foreshadows Coetzee’s thoughts expressed in his Jerusalem Prize 

Acceptance Speech. In the speech, Coetzee claimed that the masters, that is, the white 
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settlers in Africa, had always expressed their excessive love only for the land — “what 

is least likely to respond to love” — but never for its people (Doubling 97). However, 

after the joyous speech about freedom and being alone, Jacobus says: “I longed 

for a mirror. Perhaps I would find a pool, a small limpid pool with a dark bed, 
in which I might stand, framed by the recomposing clouds, see myself as others had 
seen me” (149, emphasis added).14 Eventually, he turns into the transparent eyeball 

wandering alone in the desert. Although this lonely state seems ideal for Jacobus, 

the absence of others results in self-doubt. What Jacobus really becomes is a “dis-

embodied desire for self-reflection” (Butler, Psychic 35).15 It is as Cavarero claims, 

that “already on the corporeal level, in so far as a unique being is concerned, iden-

tity depends upon the presence of others” (Relating 21). Lacking human relations, 

Jacobus needs a mirror to resolve his ontological uncertainty and assert himself.

Domination over the Other overrules reciprocal connection with the Other 

in terms of self-assertion. Neither Dawn nor Jacobus is capable of establishing 

reciprocal relationships, and for this reason, their only option remains dominance. 

Attwell argues that the two novellas are “coextensive in their quest for self-realisa-

tion through dominance” (Politics 35). According to Dawn, the Americans wanted 

to “love” the Vietnamese people, but due to the others’ disengagement, these hopes 

of the Americans were broken. Dawn’s explanation for the failure in his personal 

life (his unhappy connection to Marilyn) is repeated, now in a larger, political 

context. For their love, the Americans only asked for their recognition in return, 

but since the Vietnamese failed to provide them with that, the Americans had 

to extort acknowledgement from them: “We brought them our pliable selves, trem-

bling on the edge of existence, and asked only that they acknowledge us. We brought 

with us weapons, the gun and its metaphors, the only copulas we knew between 

ourselves and our objects” (35). Similarly, Jacobus is convinced “that imperial vio-

lence is a desperate quest for ontological reassurance” (Head 40). Or, as Peter Knox-

Shaw puts it, Jacobus views “his identity coterminous with that of the external world,” 

so that he needs violence as a means of “demonstrating his separateness” (117). 

After the massacre in the Namaqua village, Jacobus makes this claim: “through 

14 This is the second time Jacobus longs for a mirror to see himself. It can be seen as yet another sign 

of his narcissistic personality mentioned before.

15 The Hegelian thread emerges once again here. In Butler’s reading of Hegel, the master and slave 

have different relations to bodily life. While the slave “appears as an instrumental body,” the mas-
ter “postures as a disembodied desire for self-reflection” (Psychic 35).
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their deaths I, who after they had expelled me had wandered the desert like a pal-

lid symbol, again asserted my reality” (163). Dawn and Jacobus both have the same 

selfish desire of obtaining self-reassurance behind their interactions with the Other. 
As a result, violence becomes the only way to get in touch with the Other, mean-

ing that touch is reduced to violence — “surely a touch of the worst order” (Butler, 

Precarious 28) — in asserting reality.

It is telling that Jacobus, as a transparent eyeball deprived of all senses except 

sight, carries with himself a gun: “The gun stands for the hope that there exists 

that which is other than oneself. The gun is our last defence against isolation within 

the travelling sphere. The gun is our mediator with the world and therefore our sav-

iour” (122). On the one hand, the gun can be seen as a metaphor for violence, thus 

the only way for Jacobus to reach out towards the world. On the other hand, it bars 

the chance of reciprocity. As a mechanical device, the gun is an ideal mediator for 

Jacobus, since, unlike a hand (generally a mediator), it does not expose its holder. 

The gun, in Dawn’s description quoted above, plays the same role. Furthermore, 

weapons are more successful in satisfying his penetrative desire than his fingertips. 
The bullets — “probes of reality” (35) — fired from the guns penetrate the bodies 
of the Vietnamese people. Another manifestation of this penetrative desire real-

ised with a weapon is Dawn’s heinous crime of stabbing his son. This scene paral-

lels the scene of Dawn’s failed attempt to penetrate the photograph: “Holding it like 

a pencil, I push the knife in. The child kicks and flails. ... The ball of my thumb still 
carries the memory of the skin popping. At first it resists the orthogonal pressure, 
even this child-skin. Then: pop” (73).

In both novellas, the reduction of touch to violence entails the replacement 

of hands with weapons. This replacement can be seen as an aftermath of Dawn’s and 

Jacobus’s mechanistic self-dehumanisation. Their hands, capable of touching but 

implying exposure and thus potential injury, are replaced with mechanistic devices 

ensuring invulnerability.

ConClusion

The soul and body division is present in both novellas. While the soul, or spirit 

as it is sometimes referred to, is cherished, the body is perceived by the two main 

characters as burdensome and it exposes Dawn and Jacobus to pain. In the lat-

ter’s case, it reveals the uncomfortable truth about the similarity between European 
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and African peoples. Therefore, both narrator characters are eager to escape their 

traitorous bodies in feverish dreams and fantasies. Since the body is undoubt-

edly an inborn characteristic of human beings, this disengagement from the body 

is interpreted as a particular type of mechanistic self-dehumanisation on the part 

of Dawn and Jacobus.

given that this disembodiment grants the fantasy of invulnerability, Dawn and 

Jacobus experience it as something positive, even beneficial. However, this disen-

gagement from their bodies affects their relationships with others and the world sur-
rounding them significantly and negatively. Most importantly, neither Dawn nor 
Jacobus can develop reciprocal relationships with other people. They both realise, 

nevertheless, that the Other is necessary in asserting themselves. Hence, they estab-

lish one-directional, dominating relationships. Violence remains the only way for 

the twentieth-century mythographer and the eighteenth-century explorer to interact 

with others. unlike the Namaqua people, who reach out with caring hands to cure 

Jacobus, the two narrators reach out with weapons towards the Other.
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Cole’s Open City and Zadie Smith’s NW. The main question the paper explores is how lit-

erary narratives portray the clash of cosmopolitan attitudes with material and economic interests 

in contemporary neoliberal societies. It is argued that some characters can theoretically identify 

with the classical, human-centric idea of cosmopolitanism based on the principle of fair treat-

ment, but it remains an unattainable utopia because they bump into obstacles when putting prin-

ciples into practice. Julius is an example of this attitude in Cole’s Open City. Other characters, 

such as Natalie in NW, exemplify the pragmatic notion of self-entrepreneurial neocitizenship 

which is constrained by the inhuman practices of neoliberalism. They are flexible and opportun-

istic characters who work meticulously to achieve personal success and seem successful on the sur-

face. However, it turns out that both of these characters, who believe in cosmopolitan ethics and 

are more down-to-earth neocitizens, only chase a mirage and eventually fail in the novels, which 

can be retraced to the fact that they live in denial and are unable to come to terms with past deeds.
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Cosmopolitanism and Citizenship in neoliberal soCieties

The concept of cosmopolitanism (i.e. world citizenship) was born in the European 

civilisation and it has existed primarily within the European context for more than 

two thousand years. Even though it reflects an approach based on Western culture, 
during this unthinkably long period the meaning of the word has noticeably trans-

formed. The expression “world citizenship” evokes an urban environment and, 
in this respect, cosmopolitanism, cities, and citizenship can be seen as insepara-

ble ideas, though the meanings of these terms have always been defined by a given 
social and political context. The ancient Greek idea of cosmopolitanism, in short, 
means that people deserve fair treatment, just like quasi-siblings, which should 
be coupled with a profoundly open-minded attitude.

Cosmopolitanism suggests that despite profound cultural and social differences, 
mankind constitutes one community. The first usage of the word in the fourth cen-

tury BC differs from its twenty-first-century meaning and, due to never-ending social 
changes, the meaning of the term also keeps changing. Colonisation and its after-
math have irreversibly altered, among others, the social composition of the inhab-

itants in many cities of once colonising countries, and the specific social issues and 
typical challenges they are coping with at present, for instance, racism, prejudice, 
and undue police violence can be retraced to this heritage to some extent.

Like the concept of cosmopolitanism, the meaning of citizenship has also trans-
formed in contemporary Western societies. The Encyclopaedia Britannica defines citi-
zenship as a form of relationship between an individual and the state, the latter giving 
freedom and responsibility to the citizens. However, according to Eva Cherniavsky, 
the “old” term citizen refers to abstract equality in bourgeois civil society, and since 
the 1990s, heated debates have taken place about the relationship of the nation and 
the state under the political and economic condition of neoliberalism (23), which 
clearly shows that the term citizenship, not unlike cosmopolitanism, needs to be rede-

fined. Accordingly, the meanings of cosmopolitanism and citizenship have been 
in the process of transformation under the economic imperative of neoliberalism, 
and the aim of this study is to explore how twenty-first-century literary works thema-

tise this change. The question I am going to explore is what new dimensions of cos-
mopolitanism can be traced in Teju Cole’s Open City and in Zadie Smith’s NW, and 
how a new phenomenon, which can be called “neocitizenship,” appears and shapes 
the behaviour of fictitious characters. The novels are part of diasporic literature, they 
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were written by a Nigerian American and a British Jamaican author, both explor-
ing topical issues, such as migration, prejudice, and violence, from the perspectives 
of contemporary diasporic fiction.

Teju Cole is a Nigerian American novelist, photographer, critic, curator, and 
author of several books. He was born in the United States but partly grew up in lagos 

and is currently the Gore Vidal professor of the practice of Creative Writing 

at Harvard. He published Open City in 2011. Julius is the main character of the nar-

rative; he was born in Nigeria, has a German mother and grandmother, and works 
in New York. From the beginning, he is described as someone who pays special atten-

tion to visual arts and classical music; he is a highly educated, open-minded intel-
lectual with a multi-ethnic background, which superficially implies a cosmopolitan 
disposition. However, it gradually emerges that he lives with repressed memories and, 
although a psychiatrist by profession at an American hospital, he has fundamental 
problems with becoming emotionally attached to people. By the end of the novel, 
the readers learn that they see everything only from Julius’s perspective and the char-

acter, who is successful and open-minded on the surface, hides secrets in his past 
that he fails to admit to, which questions the viability of cosmopolitan ideals.

Zadie Smith is a contemporary British author of novels, essays, and short stories. 
She published her fourth novel, NW, in 2012. Set in Northwest London, the narrative 
focuses on the friendship of leah Hanwell and Natalie Blake who grew up together 

in Willesden. As young adults, they gradually drift apart since their education, social 
class and status, career ambitions, and family life take them in different directions; 
however, the novel’s final scene offers hope that their friendship has deeper roots 
than it seems on the surface. In the novel, Leah embodies innocent goodwill, a hall-
mark of the cosmopolitan utopia, whereas Natalie is the model of an entrepreneur-
ial neocitizen with a strong drive for social and economic self-realisation. The two 

characters provide excellent grounds to explore how cosmopolitan ideals and neoc-

itizen reality clash in the city-dwellers’ lives in modern london.

my analysis of Teju Cole’s Open City and Zadie Smith’s NW shows that today’s cos-

mopolitanism sometimes suggests an escape to avoid facing personal responsibil-

ity, for example, for violent acts. It can also be a constraint in the case of an abused 
victim who may prefer to move far away rather than live where the violence hap-

pened. Thus, ultimately, people in both categories may leave their countries of ori-
gin for a new home where nobody knows what had happened to them. The main 

characters in the novels I explore in this paper carry injuries or secrets from their 
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pasts; they subsequently become world citizens, establish a new existence, and 
start to flexibly adapt to new circumstances yet cannot really overcome the previ-
ous trauma or misery.

Although neoliberalism is an economic term, it has an impact on many non-eco-

nomic spheres of the present Western world, including the concepts of cosmopolitan-

ism and neocitizenship. In the wake of neoliberal changes, the word “citizen” has 
slowly been divested of the modifier “bourgeois” and gave way to the birth of new 
descriptors, for instance, “entrepreneurial citizen-subjects” (Cherniavsky 2). Open 

City and NW are set in this Western, neoliberal world and some characters in the sto-

ries can be labelled neocitizens because they represent the gap between the ethical 

principles of cosmopolitanism and the inhumanity of neoliberal practices. 

Cherniavsky’s recent monograph, Neocitizenship: Political Culture after Democracy 

(2017), helps understand the social background of the novels because she discusses 
the changing contexts and practices of citizenship in twenty-first-century neoliberal 
societies (5). The expression “neocitizen” needs to be introduced “as we are living 

in the midst of a momentous reconfiguration of political order” (11). She suggests 
that “neocitizens” are citizens who are not primarily characterised by an active 

political identity (36), but they are neoliberal subjects with fewer claims on the state; 
they are “citizen-subjects” who are obliged to become entrepreneurs of themselves 

(38). Cherniavsky assumes that in the context of neoliberal governance, the classical 
term citizenship (which implies abstract equality, racial nationalism, bourgeois civil 
society) has been transformed, eroded, and made to disappear, and instead, flexible 
(23), openly opportunistic (64) and entrepreneurial neocitizens live in the neolib-

eral states (11). Since Cole’s and Smith’s novels explore the dynamic transforma-

tion of characters with biracial or multi-ethnic backgrounds in an urban context, 
Cherniavsky’s observations may prove useful in highlighting the social-civic envi-

ronment in which the personal stories unfold.

Correspondingly, it has become obvious by the second decade of this millen-

nium that under the condition of neoliberalism, the expected advent of freedom 
and equality that cosmopolitanism fosters is lagging. Instead of working like a well-
oiled machine, diverse and multicultural societies are struggling with new challenges, 
for instance, instead of becoming integrated, many people live in quasi-enclaves. 
Although the ever-expanding boundaries of a global world make london and New 

York more versatile, cosmopolitanism is still not a synonym for a new type of free-

dom. In this essay, it is argued that cosmopolitanism is acquiring new meanings 
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in neoliberal societies; it is becoming an unattainable, utopian ideal, an escape, 
as the two diasporic novels I discuss, Teju Cole’s Open City and Zadie Smith’s NW, 
suggest. Some characters are self-made entrepreneurs, others are cosmopolitans 
showcasing an approach that differs from the classical interpretation, and both cate-

gories express the disillusionment of a nominally open society that is bound together 

with the longstanding ties of neoliberalism in a shrinking world. The characters 

chase a mirage and can never reach the glowing image of equality as they fail to face 
personal responsibility and run up against the norms and limits of neoliberal societies.

modern ConCeptions of Cosmopolitanism

It is Immanuel Kant who defined cosmopolitan citizenship in a way that contin-

ues to have an impact on the twenty-first century. He speaks of a world in which 
states are obligated to recognise that every human being has the right to visit 

a foreign country without being treated with hostility. The ultimate goal of his-

tory would be to establish a community and, in his work Perpetual Peace, Kant envi-

sions this ideal world, a cosmopolis, a world made up of confederated free republics 
(Taraborrelli xi–xii). This idea has endured throughout the twentieth century and 

has been the inspiration underlying global projects such as the league of Nations 

or the United Nations Organisation to promote international peace and defend fun-

damental human rights (Taraborrelli xii). In the twentieth century, the Kantian 
notion of cosmopolitanism became a theoretical resource to face the challenges trig-

gered by globalisation processes (Taraborrelli xiii).

Today, in literary academic discourses, the term cosmopolitanism seems 
to be more heterogeneous, and sometimes contradictory; it appears as an umbrella 
term. Sonya O. Rose notes how debated the concept is in academic texts and elab-

orates on a possible definition: “an intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness 
towards divergent cultural experiences, a search for contrast rather than uniform-

ity” (3). Robert Spenser also describes the term as contradictory because it may 

designate the Kantian ideal of hospitality, it may refer to an expanded definition 
of citizenship, or it can label a cultural mixing represented by literary texts (2). Both 
arguments include a new aspect of the contemporary academic approach, namely, 
cultural mixing, broadening further the earliest interpretation of cosmopolitanism 
and revealing the experience of the characters in Cole’s novel.



ANITA BARTA

226

In Open City, cosmopolitanism refers to real or imaginative mobility, and 
a summary of personal memories and collective historical recollections as well 

(Gehrmann 9). Besides mobility, in Julius’s case, the word can be associated with 
both intellectual curiosity and a normative concept that characterises globalised 

societies. In a similar vein, Open City is customarily read as an exemplary cosmo-

politan performance (Vermeulen 3) that both fosters and critiques cosmopolitan-

ism. The accelerating progress in global economies and societies, and the escalating 
migration waves suggest that the number of possible interpretations of cosmopoli-

tanism will increase in the future, and probably more neologisms will be born that 
follow the latest developments in multi-ethnic societies.

In NW, cosmopolitanism is not described as a perfect ideal, but rather as some-

thing defective. According to Kristian Shaw, cosmopolitanism is “the means 
by which to achieve harmony when living with difference” (21), which resembles 
Kwame Anthony Appiah’s view on difference. Leah exemplifies the hard side of cos-
mopolitan reality: even though she approaches Shar with trust at the beginning 

of the novel, she bumps against walls. The relationship between the two of them 
shows the harsh reality of transnational engagement, the cultural tension, and social 
divides in the Northwest district of london. Although she is refused and scammed 

by Shar, Leah does not stop being altruistic. On the contrary, she seeks a way to help 
Shar, she even goes to her flat and she is not discouraged when the trust she shows 
is not returned. Her naïve treatment of her fellow citizens is a refreshing illustration 

of human generosity and coincides with the utopian cosmopolitan ideal. When she 

is cheated, she does not seek revenge; she can handle rejection and she can be as gen-

erous as before, which is comparable to Christian ideals of forgiveness.
Nevertheless, it is surprising that there is not a single viable example of cos-

mopolitanism in NW, despite the fact that london is the capital of multi-ethnic 

Britain, and theoretically could be an example of happy coexistence in the novel. 
Although the history of colonisation and the Commonwealth after decolonisation 

are not dealt with in the novel, the long history of multi-ethnic London would have 
undoubtedly created some positive and happy experiences at the same time. With 

this lack, the novel suggests that due to the social changes in twenty-first-century 
London, the utopian ideal of cosmopolitanism fails inevitably.

The two novels explore the experiences of diasporic characters in American 

and British societies in the twenty-first century in which new layers of the word 
cosmopolitanism are also in the process of taking shape. One such new expression 
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is vernacular cosmopolitanism, which has been coined by Homi K. Bhabha. Bhabha 
found Naipaul’s central character in The Mimic Men enthralling because he worked 

through his despair, anxieties, and alienation and lived a sort of incomplete but 
intricately communitarian and busy life (11). Bhabha calls this type of character 

vernacular cosmopolitan, meaning that such characters can move between cul-
tural traditions, and live hybrid forms of life. His term also refers to refugees, who 
are on the periphery of Western societies and belong to more than one language 

or culture (13). According to Bhabha, vernacular cosmopolitans are free but have 
the right to difference in equality (16). In other words, vernacular cosmopolitan-

ism describes the universality of non-Western citizens with local bonding, who can 
be called “local-universal citizens” since they are willing to broaden their cultural 

horizons. These citizens, nevertheless, do not consider equality as a “neutralisa-

tion of differences in the name of the ‘universality’” (Bhabha 17). However, it must 
be noted that the context Bhabha deals with is mainly the post-colonial habitat 

of better-educated members of the former British Empire; undoubtedly, he describes 
an intellectual battlefield.

Open City and NW are also examples of urban fiction where the city and the set-
ting of the stories play a central role. The metropolises, New York in the Open City 

and london in NW are not randomly chosen environments. Both novels deal with 

characters who have multi-ethnic backgrounds, family ties, and social relation-

ships and they live in a city, a perfect hiding place to run away from past mistakes. 
In the case of Cole’s novel, the main character lives and travels through three con-

tinents, yet he always chooses a global city. On the other hand, NW exposes dis-

harmony, a morose, bitter atmosphere of a district in London where characters 
struggle in a life fraught with many complications and they are on the verge of los-

ing the game. They are not excluded from the ideal world of freedom and equality; 
they just do not pursue dreams out of reach because it is beyond dispute that the uto-

pian community of a harmonious cosmopolitan society does not exist in the world 

of this novel. This claim is supported by a sentence on the very first page of NW: 

“Here’s what Michel likes to say: not everyone can be invited to the party” (Smith 3), 
revealing that equality is only a mirage.

There is one more significant difference between the two novels: the question 
of mobility. Julius is a continuously moving, walking, travelling, and working per-
son, he is described as somebody who is constantly leaving a location or heading 
to a new place; he is a highly mobile person, which is a profoundly cosmopolitan 
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trait and does not necessarily characterise neocitizens. The characters in NW, how-

ever, are mostly immobile. Leah, for example, has never had any experience out-
side the NW neighbourhood in the novel as molly Slavin states (8). leah’s hammock 

scenes frame the novel; the narrative begins and closes with an image in which leah 

is lying in her hammock, her immobile resting place. Another difference is that Leah 
and Natalie’s world could be “nowhere,” as Slavin puts it (7), whereas Julius’s world 
could be called “everywhere,” which poses further questions about locality.

Universal vs. loCal valUes

As a friendly gesture, Julius sends a copy of Cosmopolitanism by Kwame Anthony 

Appiah to Farouq, a young Moroccan man who runs a phone shop in Brussels 
(Cole 124). Although no concrete part of the book is referred to or analysed in detail 

during their discussions, the modern conception of cosmopolitanism offered 
by the book must have made a deep impact on Julius. When Appiah discusses 

the question of whether it is worth speaking about universal values and universal 
morality or not, he undoubtedly communicates his commitment to objective values, 
which he defines as universal and local values (Appiah 20). He is thinking about 
a universal morality that rests on both being part of the place where one lives and 

a part of a broader human community (Appiah 17). In other words, certain val-
ues are universal just as certain values are local: this argument adds new features 

to the classical interpretation of cosmopolitanism; however, as my analysis will 
showcase, the reconciliation of the two types of values remains unsuccessful in both 
novels. For instance, an ironic remark in NW reveals that Smith’s novel regards 

universal ethical principles utopistic, which are challenged by local practices: “She 
and michel are invited [to the dinner at Natalie’s house] to provide something like 

local colour” (Smith 87); referring to the fact that leah and michel are an interra-

cial couple, Leah is white and Michel is black.
In Open City, Julius meets Dr Maillotte, a retired surgeon, on the flight to Brussels, 

whose approach to maintaining or losing personal ties to a country can be read 

as a model for advancing from a national to a global direction. They have a long 

discussion on the plane and later meet for lunch (Cole 88). Dr maillotte shows that 

it is possible “to work through the national towards the global” because she, by nature, 
never has to choose between the local and the global but her inborn cosmopolitan-

ism helps reconcile local attachments with global allegiances (Spenser 38). local 
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attachment can mean, for instance, personal relationships in New York or Nigeria for 
Julius, or the fact that Dr Maillotte travels to Belgium every now and then because 
her friends there keep her coming back. On the other hand, she thinks that her 
husband slowly loses his connection to Brussels (Cole 142), and it can be one rea-

son why she mainly comes to Europe without him. When she asks Julius about his 

travels to Nigeria he says that he rarely visits the country of his birthplace because 

he is rather busy, and that he too is losing some of his connections.
Farouq, on the other hand, thinks about global and local values from a different 

angle as he would like to be the next Edward Said (Cole 128). He makes reference 

to Said, who published Orientalism in 1978, in which he criticised the stereotypical 
Western vision of otherness: “European culture was able to manage — and even 

to produce — the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, scientif-
ically, and imaginatively during the post-Enlightenment period” (Said 3). Farouq 
is disappointed because marked difference is never accepted and never seen as con-

taining its own value in Europe. Farouq describes “Belgium as a difficult place for 
an Arab” to live in because there is a specific trouble about being here and main-

taining uniqueness and difference (Cole 142–143). Nevertheless, Farouq represents 
a self-contradictory point when he says, “in [his] opinion, the Palestinian question 
is the central question of our time” (Cole 121), suggesting that he believes this question 
to be more important than others, including the question of the value of difference.

Professor Saito, who used to give lectures at Maxwell College before he retired, 
can be seen as another character who embodies universal values. Appiah argues 

that cosmopolitanism is based on two ideas: first, it is an obligation that exists 
toward others and that stretches beyond personal interest, and second, human lives 
are taken seriously since practices and beliefs are treated as significant (Appiah 14). 
In this vein, we can observe in the novel that the professor enjoys the debates with 
Julius, shares his opinion with him, and warns him that he “must be careful about 
closing too many doors” (Cole 172), which can be a relevant piece of advice to help 
him maintain the cosmopolitan open mindset. Julius in turn visits him in New 

York, sometimes due to respectful obligation. One day Julius meets Mary, who used 
to work as a nurse for Professor Saito, and she lets him know how much the profes-
sor enjoyed his visits (Cole 234), meaning that not only did Julius highly appreciate 
the professor but that Saito also equally valued his company. They have a master–
disciple relationship, and when Julius eventually learns that the professor is gay 
(Cole 172), he only says that “[they] had had conversations for three years without 
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any idea about this vital part of his life” (Cole 172), coming to the conclusion that 
there is no reason to bring it up now.

According to Appiah, a further tool the cosmopolitan disposition relies 
on in case of discord is conversation; it is a universal value, and it can be the first 
step when the voices of dissent are heard. Appiah acknowledges that a “conversation 

doesn’t have to lead to consensus about anything, especially not values; it’s enough 
that it helps people get used to one another” (Appiah 87). Julius applies this method 

when he talks to Farouq and Khalil; he listens to them and transmits their one-sided 
opinion to the reader. He does not refuse or quarrel, but he also shares his final 
thoughts on Farouq’s position: “there was something powerful about him, a seeth-

ing intelligence, something that wanted to believe itself indomitable. But he was one 
of the thwarted ones” (Cole 129). It may sound disappointing because the men’s dif-

ferent points of view do not come closer in the end; nevertheless, reaching an agree-

ment on such complex questions is anything but utopian, rather, it would require 
a down-to-earth approach.

The analysis of the local versus global aspects of cosmopolitanism, then, suggests 
that representing both dimensions generates tensions that remain unsolved through-

out the novel. The difference is regarded as an enriching component in an ideal case, 
and multi-ethnicity or same-sex relationships may add diverse values to the com-

position of society. The role of conversation is also mentioned as a crucial element 

in the understanding of other points of view and Farouq’s narratives supply many 
examples for this. Farouq’s opinion is revealed on many topics, and Julius trans-
mits them in an impartial style, he positions himself as neither superior nor infe-

rior to Farouq. It is left to the reader to agree or disagree with Farouq; nevertheless, 
the inherent tension due to irreconcilable opinions never disappears, and the unre-

alistically utopistic character of cosmopolitanism is strengthened even further.

neoCitizenship in the neoliberal frame

Whereas the ideal of cosmopolitanism appears as an unattainable mirage 

throughout the novels, another accessible form of conduct is slowly taking shape 
on the horizon: neocitizenship. Characters manage their lives in the freedom 

offered by a neoliberal environment which ensures the conditions for opportunis-
tic self-realisation. michel in NW can be an example of this attitude when he says, 

“[he] know[s] this country has opportunities if you want to grab them, you can do it” 
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(Smith 29). In addition, the ideology of neoliberalism is inseparable from market 
capitalism, the prime mover of neoliberal societies. However, this perceived free-

dom is often very deceptive: migrants who are less skilled than Julius can easily 

find themselves on the periphery of the neoliberal city. In Open City, for instance, 
Julius speculates about a black woman who is cleaning a church in Brussels, he tries 
to find out about her story while he is walking up toward the altar in the silent hum 
of the vacuum cleaner and the organ music (Cole 138). Interestingly, this immi-
grant woman never says a word, she remains a marginal character on the periph-

ery; it is only Julius who speculates about her story. The woman is working in silence 

while the well-educated, elite Julius remains the single narrator, and the less privi-
leged woman’s story in the background is conveyed exclusively through his perspec-

tive. NW, on the other hand, provides a less stereotypical example of how labour 
force moves when the story of a Brazilian girl, Maria, is related, who, after arriv-

ing in London, “discovered her employer to be several shades darker than she was 
herself” (Smith 299). The two examples show that being a mobile world citizen 

itself does not guarantee equality; people can be equal cosmopolitan human beings 
only in theory as the labour market prices them very clearly in neoliberal societies.

Sheri-Marie Harrison claims that in immigrant novels, such as Open City, 

the movement of migrants follows the model of capital flow: “they formally posi-
tion migrant subjects as analogues of capital” (203). Nations remain important, 
though not as fixed goals but as a means to forward the flow of capital or labour 
force, and in this respect, “an immigrant novel mirrors neoliberal capital’s para-

doxical reliance on the nation as an economic mechanism that can facilitate com-

petitive conditions for the free flow of capital” (203). Unlike the cleaning woman 
who may be perceived as cheap labour force, Julius is an elite diasporic intellectual; 
he is from Nigeria, but he lives in America as a respected psychiatrist, not as a ref-
ugee. His patients are proud of him, one of his elderly patients, for instance, notes 
with emotion in his voice how important it is for him to see a black man in a white 

coat: “Doctor, I just want to tell you how proud I am to come here and see a young 
black man like yourself in that white coat, because things haven’t ever been easy 
for us, and no one has ever given us nothing without a struggle” (Cole 210). This 
episode shows that neoliberal societies welcome those who can adopt the attitude 

needed to become successful, but the underprivileged layer is ignored and neglected, 
for instance, the reader knows nothing about this patient except that he is black.
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Julius demonstrates what Spencer has called cosmopolitan disposition, though 
he only looks free and altruistic on the surface. He never really intends to put his ide-

als into practice, instead, turns out to be a self-entrepreneurial neocitizen. Spencer 
states that cosmopolitanism is, first of all, a disposition characterised by self-aware-

ness, a sensitivity to the world beyond one’s immediate milieu (Spencer 4), and this 
is true for Julius on the surface. This disposition characterises his life; at first glance, 
he appears to be sensitive to the suffering of others. The young Julius wants to pro-

tect a girl in his class because she has polio which has withered her left foot into 

a twisted stump that she drags behind her when she walks, and Julius is afraid that 
the boys in the class would mock her (Cole 61). His first instinct is a gallant, protec-

tive one, though he has nothing to do with that girl. This is a generous, altruistic 
step toward a stranger, but it is odd at the same time that he shows empathy only 
to people who are emotionally removed from him in the novel.

Until the end of the narrative, Julius creates the impression of an objective 
observer, a person who is highly sensitive and responsive to others’ suffering, but 
it is rather telling that this is true exclusively in the case of strangers. For instance, 
as part of his professional duties, he wants to buy a book written by his patient just 
to understand her mindset; though he knows he would not have time to read all of it, 
he wants to think more about what his patient has written, and he also hopes that 
the book might help him gain further insight into her psychological state (Cole 27). 

However, looking at the deeper level of the story, Julius’s response is different to peo-

ple he has intimate connections with. He is, for instance, incomprehensively ignorant 
of the tragedy that his rape of moji could have caused in the girl’s life. He is insensi-

tive to the devastation that he had caused and he is also blind to acknowledge that 

it is impossible to turn his back on his past deeds and run away without restoring 

his relationship with moji.

Finally, the treatment of the rape that Julius may have committed highlights 
a typical feature of the neoliberal world, namely, accountability. Accountability 
matters even though it is not foregrounded in the novels, it remains hidden behind 
veils but it subconsciously controls the behaviour of neocitizens who work con-

sciously to achieve personal success. In the environment of the neoliberal business 

practice, which seeks protection from local regulation, profit-oriented companies 
often try to avoid high national taxes by resorting to offshore banks (Harrison 208). 
Similarly, Julius exemplifies a new neoliberal model of migration: his figure is mod-

elled on the capital committed to endless movement across borders and he strives 
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to shake off accountability (207). Harrison also states that “[h]is rape accusation 
is also about transparency and about being accountable” (212). Natalie in NW can 

be mentioned as another example of a character struggling with accountability since 

she also leads a double life and she is described as someone who exhibits voyeuristic 

tendencies: “Natalie Blake had a strong desire to slip into the lives of other people” 

(Smith 283). Her deeds committed in secret are eventually revealed to her husband 

and it slowly becomes obvious that the entrepreneurial self-actualisation of neocit-

izenship has an unexpected price.

Characters manage their lives in the freedom provided by neoliberal societies 

and they flexibly adapt to the circumstances. Their country of origin does not deter-
mine their options, as it does not delimit their cultural practices: they are self-entre-

preneurs who take advantage of the free mobility offered by neoliberal societies, yet 
their choices are constrained by the market economy. Interestingly, the novels under 
scrutiny in this study approach the same subject from different angles.

neoCitizenship in NW

Zadie Smith’s novel is a social drama of steely grey lives and endless struggles 

for a little human warmth, and the narrative that distances the characters from 
the reader portrays the coldness in human relationships. James Wood states that 

the narrative technique that overwhelms the reader with information beyond con-

trol can be viewed as filling a void (Hedin 18), and it creates a bridgeless chasm 
between the characters and the reader. Bruce Robbins shares this view: he argues 

that the narrative technique used by Zadie Smith is characterised by “too much 
information” to spare the readers’ feelings (4). He mentions the example of a death 

scene: Felix’s death is communicated in a cold, distanced manner as the narra-

tive offers too much information instead of creating an affective link, inhibiting 
the reader from connecting to the character emotionally. Furthermore, there are 
no admirable characters, successful and desired careers, reassuring foreseeable solu-

tions on the horizon, or happy endings in any of the storylines. Instead, examples 
of abusive personal relationships, substance abuse, stabbing, social strife, desperate 
struggles on a personal level, and fear of aging dominate the narrative.

Shaw states that the realistic urban environment is an ideal setting to address cos-

mopolitan issues at the most micro-level of society (6). The london of NW is depicted 

as a microcosm for the transnationalism of the twenty-first century, exposing 
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the difficulties of practising the world citizen ideals of empathy, tolerance, and 
belonging (7). The setting of the story is London, a megacity, which is a perfect 
setting to demonstrate how cosmopolitan ideals come up against neoliberal real-

ity. For instance, Leah’s immediate friendly reaction to help Shar is an illustration 
of the cosmopolitan attitude but later, when the fraud is revealed, she is shattered.

 

This episode shows her as a naïve, altruistic cosmopolitan who is willing to help 
on the grounds that everybody deserves fair treatment. This way, NW displays sun-

less shades of a metropolis: characters are world citizens but their downfall is inevi-

table. The characters also exemplify an earlier observation that there is a significant 
difference between human-centric cosmopolitanism and profit-centric neoliberalism. 
Leah, for instance, comments on Michel’s opinion this way: “you want to be rich 
like them, but you can’t be bothered with their morals, whereas I am more inter-
ested in their morals than their money” (Smith 82).

Although neocitizenship is used in a political context in Cherniavsky’s book, 
it is a central concept in this study because political and economic changes always 

give way to social changes, often reflected in literature. NW is a novel that por-

trays characters who must attain their personal objectives in a rather challenging 

environment. I call these characters, such as Natalie and Felix, “neocitizens” since 
their present achievement and private attitude matter in the first place. Cherniavsky 
refers to this personal feature when she describes “citizen-subjects” and expresses 

the need for a new alternative descriptor attached to citizens, such as “flexible 
or entrepreneurial” (23). This is in contrast with the “old,” “bourgeois” citizenship, 
which is based on the idea that people are engaged with issues of equality, civil soci-
ety (Cherniavsky 23), civic virtue, and the common good. However, the characters 
in NW are seldom depicted as beings preoccupied with such virtues, and even if they 
are, as Leah for instance, their altruism seems to be unable to survive in the neolib-

eral environment. Neocitizens are not characterised by their political engagement 

or relation to the institutions of neoliberal governance (Cherniavsky 23), the focus 
is achievement based on their own efforts, irrespective of ancestry or physical her-
itage. In Smith’s novel, Natalie, whose real name is Keisha, represents this atti-
tude the most obviously, which is why she can model an entrepreneurial neocitizen.

Neocitizens in NW are born in london or soon after their arrival they live 

as if they had been born there, and they keep or take up the pace of the city. They 
are not examples of exotic otherness, oppressors and victims, immigrants, or native 
inhabitants. For instance, Natalie, a black woman and a busy barrister who studied 
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at a posh university, is trying to maintain the illusion of an enviable, privileged life. 
At first sight, Natalie is an ideal model of personal and social advancement; she has 
always been a hard-working girl and she thinks “three years ahead about the impor-

tant things in life” (Smith 184). She can “sit in one place longer than other chil-

dren,” and “be bored for hours without complaint” (Smith 180), she is determined 
about her career and even changes her name from Keisha to Natalie (Smith 206). 

Natalie is “studying for the bar”; she is going to be a barrister (Smith 217) and 

she hates “holidays preferring to work” (Smith 258), just like Julius in Open City. 

However, in a couple of years, her mindset changes: she earns so much that she has 
“completely forgotten what it is like to be poor” (Smith 280), and she neither speaks 
nor understands the language of the lower class anymore. Even though she has 

reached desirable economic goals and she belongs to the lucky upper-middle class, 
she is not happy and finds comfort in secret sexual affairs, and finally, she is teeter-
ing on the verge of committing suicide.

Leah can be an important counterpoint to Natalie, and she can serve as a posi-
tive model of the cosmopolitan disposition despite her unhappiness. The first chap-

ter of the novel focuses on Leah’s story, revealing that she was born and raised 
in a warm family. She has Irish ancestors and a loving and ambitious husband: 

“Her husband was kinder than any man Leah Hanwell had ever known, aside from 
her father” (Smith 23). Michel, her francophone husband, and her Irish ancestors 
are her closest family members and these facts strengthen her self-image as a per-

son who feels at home in a multi-ethnic environment, which is an important feature 
of cosmopolitanism. She is also a socially conscious person: her job is to distrib-

ute funds and this position fits her perfectly. Her hospitality and empathy towards 
Shar show that she is not just open on the surface, she does not merely pretend 
to care but it is her natural, innate quality. All these features introduce a person 
who is open, sensitive and sociable; she could be a happy world citizen, but, unfor-
tunately, Leah is unhappy. Through Leah’s character, Smith supplies a perfectly 
realistic image of contemporary london in NW: “The narrative reflects a rational, 
melancholic and pragmatic glocal environment built on the conflict, diversity, and 
discord of a future imperfect” (Shaw 20).

Both female characters have identity crises, but the crises have nothing to do with 
abstract ideals. They have identity crises because they have reached a milestone 

in their lives where they must take account of and evaluate all they have, and eventu-

ally rely on something firm so that they can go on. Even though they live in socially 
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acceptable families with understanding husbands, they are unable to communi-
cate with their spouses to share the unbearable burden they carry. leah shares 

with Shar that she is pregnant as it seems to be easier for her to talk to a total stran-

ger than to her husband, and Natalie talks to Nathan after running away from 
home. Finally, Leah gradually drifts toward a nervous breakdown and Natalie 
is on the verge of suicide.

It must also be noted that both women have secrets that force them to lead 

a double life, which culminates in a tension that permanently grinds them until 
they become a bundle of nerves. Leah has an abortion and uses contraception, 
despite their agreement to try to have a baby, but she wants to avoid the confronta-

tion with michel and attempts to maintain the life that she has been content with 

so far. It is more difficult to find the reason for Natalie’s secret life. She has always 
been a hardworking and ambitious girl, her career is more than successful, she 
is a perfect neocitizen who has enviably achieved her goals in the unfriendly, cold, 
neoliberal, result-oriented business life of London. It seems to be incomprehensible 
why she needs to peep into the lives of strangers and have sexual affairs with peo-

ple who are outside her class. As can be seen, Zadie Smith focuses on the portrayal 
of two female characters with different family backgrounds, ethnic origins, profes-
sional successes, marital relationships, social standing, and intellectual temper, but 
both of whom are equally on the verge of collapse. The novel suggests, then, that 
despite the differences, these women who live seemingly desirable lives in contem-

porary london tend to hide frustration and unhappiness. 

The character of Felix could have been another positive model if his story had 

not culminated in him being murdered. He can be seen as lucky until “he got 

deep in the drug” (Smith 128) and lost his family, but after a troublesome couple 
of years, he has the mental strength to “pick himself up off the floor” (Smith 128). 
Felix believes that only he has the power to stand up (Smith 133) and that is how 

he works at a garage now: he has turned his back on drugs, became an apprentice, 
and he is rebuilding his life from scratch. He meets Grace and feels that his “hap-

piness has finally arrived” (Smith 118) because she proves to be a lifesaver (133). 
Unfortunately, his dreams fail because he happens to come across two men who 
end up stabbing him after a feud (Smith 304); thus, much as he is on the threshold 
of a brand new and free life, his promising future shatters in a moment.

Similarly, Michel is seen as a good man who is full of hope and who wants 
to move forward, and outwardly, he is on track to reach his goals: his credo is “you 
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are what you do” (Smith 29). For him, from the very first day he arrived in the UK, 
it has been very clear that he was going up and climbing the ladder. In France, 
his social mobility was more limited, but in England, he can move up. He appre-

ciates his opportunity and grabs it without hesitation: “In France, you’re African, 
you’re Algerian. There’s no opportunity, you can’t move! Here, you can move” 
(Smith 29). michel believes that the advancement in this country has less to do with 

skin colour and he says “[he] can trade like anyone” and “it’s pure market on there, 
nothing about skin” (Smith 29). Unfortunately, Leah does not want to have a child 
and by means of dramatic irony, the narrator informs the reader about her disposi-
tion whereas michel does not know that his plans of having a family are soon going 

to collapse. In addition, Michel and Leah exemplify another disappointing feature 
of the cosmopolitan utopia when it turns out that their success also means an aliena-

tion from their old neighbourhood which is now seen as dangerous: “It could be said 

that one of Michel’s dreams has come true: they have gone up one rung, at least 
in the quality and elaboration of their fear” (Smith 92).

The personal failures, the unhappy stories and the ending without reassur-

ing or hopeful future possibilities in NW compel the reader to face the unpleas-

ant side of contemporary urban reality. The naked truth shown without hypocrisy 

to the reader destroys the idyllic image of cosmopolitanism; the characters in the novel 

do not embody the sunny side of the life of cosmopolitan citizens and even if they 

have altruistic ideals about hospitality and equality, these fail in the novel. In a con-

versation, Frank, Leah’s father, calls some men they know “Eurotrash brothers” 
(Smith 226) and in return, Leah calls Frank “Eurotrash” (Smith 226). This passionate 
outcry reflects a harsh neoliberal perspective that implies a critique of the basic ten-

ets of cosmopolitanism, which are based on the belief that despite profound cultural 
and social differences, mankind constitutes one community. The reader is forced 
to be a voyeur as the most intimate, private secrets are disclosed and there is nowhere 
to run away from them. The characters are frustrated, their dreams fail, and none 
of them exemplifies an attractive model, thus NW can be seen as the critique of cos-
mopolitan utopia, which, as we will see, is somewhat in contrast to Open City.

JUliUs, a Cosmopolitan of the twenty-first CentUry

In Teju Cole’s novel, Julius is able to establish a new life on a different continent 
in New York and to become a successful city dweller, a self-entrepreneurial citizen 
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with a cosmopolitan mindset who decides freely about his affiliations and solidar-
ity. We might claim that Julius’s mind is the open city. The title of this novel can 

be interpreted in three ways; first, it refers to Brussels during the Second World 
War when it was declared an open city and thereby exempt from bombardment 

to avoid its destruction (Cole 97). Second, New York can be called an open city 
as well because the influx into and the outflow from the city never stop; it is an ever-
growing and always-changing dwelling place. Lastly, Julius’s life is like an open city 
because he lives in an open world without borders, as if he were a city with open 
gates allowing entrance and exit. Correspondingly, Spenser asks what cosmopol-
itanism is and in his interpretation, Julius is the answer since his sensitive charac-

ter and open disposition make him a conscious world citizen (4). He has buried 

his secret imperceptibly, and on the perceptible surface, the doors are open, any-

body can walk in and walk out of his world. The novel depicts the steps Julius takes 

on the way to his self-actualisation: “You have to set yourself a challenge, and you 
must find a way to meet it exactly, whether it is a parachute or a dive from a cliff, 
or sitting perfectly still for an hour, and you must accomplish it in a beautiful way, 
of course” (Cole 197). He never complains but flexibly accommodates himself to his 
environment which helps him survive both in the Nigerian military school and 

in New York when he loses his girlfriend or friends.

Julius is a world citizen, and his personal relationships span over races, ages, and 
continents, and he interprets the terms “we” and “them” in a more conscious and 
less intuitive way. His free choice about solidarity and affiliation is another interest-
ing issue. Julius’s decisions seem to be more influenced by his personal interests and 
passions than his roots. He listens to European classical music and European radio 

channels, and he reads famous works of classical English, Greek, and European 
literature besides “a novel by a Moroccan writer, Tahar Ben Jelloun” (Cole 102). 
Once as he is watching a film at the cinema, he realises that almost the entire audi-
ence consists of “white-haired white people” (Cole 29) and he sits, in a sense, alone.

Moreover, black citizens often expect him to show solidarity on an ethnic basis, 
but Julius appears less enthusiastic about this point and his manner differs from 
the classic interpretation of cosmopolitanism in two ways. First, the other charac-

ters with African roots are not “quasi-siblings” from a privileged, elite and intellec-

tual world; black characters other than Julius do not fight for the desired equality, 
and unlike Julius, they are satisfied with their positions. A black cab driver feels hon-

estly hurt because Julius does not express his solidarity toward him (Cole 40). Julius, 
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on the other hand, is angry and not in the mood for people who try to lay claims 
on him; he pays the fare and walks home. During a walk in New York, he enters 
a restaurant, sits at the bar and orders a drink from a waitress. A man sits next 
to him and initiates a conversation because he saw Julius in a museum a week ago. 

He tries to be friendly but he starts to wear on Julius and Julius wishes he would 

go away. He compares this Caribbean man to the cab driver who was making 

a similar claim: “hey, I’m African just like you” (Cole 53). In other words, blackness 
is not enough to arouse his solidarity. In the post office, he meets an office clerk who 
calls him “brother Julius” (Cole 187), and he appears too friendly for Julius’s taste. 
He invites Julius to listen to some poetry together but Julius finds him intrusive and 
when he leaves the building, he makes “a mental note to avoid that particular post 
office in the future” (Cole 188). Thus, neither being a poetry lover nor being a black 
migrant in America awaken his sense of camaraderie.

The second way his case is different from classic cosmopolitanism is that the clas-
sical Greek and Roman interpretation of cosmopolitanism advocates for a broth-

erly disposition. However, three black “brothers,” younger than fifteen, rob him 
and Julius does not try to fight back. Even though the law guarantees the right 
of citizens to safety, in the crucial moment, surprisingly, Julius withdraws in defeat. 
The young black men in their teens pass him in daylight and, suddenly, Julius feels 
heavy “blows on his shoulders” and back and he “falls to the ground” (Cole 212). 

He shouts but soon loses the will to speak and accepts the blows in silence; his blood 

is not boiled. Their common African ancestry proves insufficient to prevent an attack 
as the values of the thugs and Julius’s behavioural norms are at an unbridgeable 

distance. This episode can be read as an instance where cosmopolitanism fails 

in the novel: Julius, a black man is attacked, robbed, and injured by other black 
men and he opts not to exercise his civil rights, which would be going to the police. 
Instead, he remains silent.

Significantly, Julius is a psychiatrist and he is “at the beginning of the final 
year of [his] psychiatry fellowship” (Cole 3), which becomes significant at the end 
of the story. The narrative reveals moji’s account who accuses him of having raped 

her in Nigeria when they were teenagers. It is astonishing that he intentionally 

chooses this occupation and studies for several years in America for his degree with 

such a burden in his past. His story is reminiscent of Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita 

in which Humbert Humbert recalls his memory in the prison and says that 

“[a]t first, I planned to take a degree in psychiatry; but ... I switched to English 
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literature” (Nabokov 17). Moji claims that “in late 1989 when she was fifteen” and 
Julius was “a year younger, at a party her brother had hosted” (Cole 244), Julius 

“forced himself on her” and later Julius “acted like he knew nothing about it, and 
even forgotten” (Cole 244). Moji’s story exemplifies that the victim remembers and 
the perpetrator forgets. Although he was only fourteen, drunk, and had an imma-

ture psyche, it is astounding that he builds a career in his new home that is in con-

nection with mental health: he is trying to help other people, but he is unable 
to face his own past deeds.

Julius lives on an abstract level of cosmopolitanism, and the unprocessed 
repression of his violence against moji in Nigeria remains an irremovable obsta-

cle in the novel that prevents him from putting principles into practice. This drives 

him to endless wanderings, which is the reason why Vermeulen calls Julius a fugueur, 
a mad traveller who “emerged in urban areas in France at the end of the nine-

teenth century” (3). They “unaccountably walked away from their lives and, when 
found, were unable to remember what had happened on these trips” (Vermeulen 3). 
Dóra mózes also argues for the indispensable need to address the logical connec-

tion between the rape and his impaired ability to connect emotionally to the peo-

ple who are the closest to him. She suggests that Julius uses a “blind spot” to cover 

his sin which is why he cannot remember the act of rape (mózes 17). “Blind spot” 

is an ophthalmic expression in connection with the function of the eyes, and this 
can be responsible for when “the vision goes dead” (Cole 239).

The analysis of Open City shows a successful cosmopolitan image of Julius 

on the surface, he is a highly mobile, well-educated, and elite member of American 
society with an open mindset without prejudice. He performs productive self-real-

isation, and he can flexibly adapt to new environments because this type of flexi-
bility, which characterises neocitizenship, is rather superficial and does not require 
deep changes. However, he fails to feel brotherly solidarity with fellow black citizens 
on the grounds of shared ethnicity, the same way he cannot connect to other migrant 
characters, such as the cleaning lady in Brussels. He lives alone, unable to connect 
emotionally in the long run, presumably because he lives in denial. Julius is accused 
of committing a sexual crime and he chooses an occupation that may help cure 

and reconstruct his shattered soul. He embodies cosmopolitan virtues, such as free-

dom in mobility, place of living, profession and making friends, but he is never able 
to face his past mistake that has left a shameful mark on his life. In the end, Moji 
says that she does not think Julius has changed at all and warns him that “[t]hings 
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don’t go just because [he] chooses to forget them (Cole 245). She then asks: “But 

will you say something now?” (Cole 245). Instead of trying to restore his relation-

ship with Moji, Julius immediately jumps to the abstract level, which Vermeulen 
calls a startlingly inadequate response to Moji’s trauma (53): “Camus tells a dou-

ble story concerning Nietzsche and Gaius Mucius Cordus Scaevola, a Roman hero 
from the sixth century BCE” (Cole 246). This is the same leap from reality to the-

ory that we could see in the church in Brussels when he aestheticises the cleaning 

lady as a Vermeerean figure instead of speaking to her. Therefore, there remains 
a discrepancy between his abstract cosmopolitan ideals and everyday practices.

ConClUsion

Cosmopolitanism needs to be redefined in the twenty-first century for a number 
of reasons. Firstly, the high mobility of people fostered by neoliberalism invali-
date accountability. Second, while the classical definition of cosmopolitanism pos-
its that all human beings deserve fair treatment just like quasi-siblings, recently, 
the meaning has broadened with an obligation to respect universal and local val-

ues. A few characters such as Farouq and Khalil in Open City and Felix’s father and 

michel in NW can be called vernacular cosmopolitans in the Bhabhaian sense 

since they intend to be equal without denying their ethnicities. The reference 
to Edward Said in Open City draws attention to the fact that a one-sided vision may 

lead to distorted conclusions.

Furthermore, cosmopolitanism appears as an idealistic disposition that advo-

cates humanism whereas neoliberalism supports a profit-oriented approach. The dif-
ference between practices and principles can be seen in Julius’s life who fails to live 

up to cosmopolitan ideals because he is in permanent denial and represses his sense 

of responsibility. His cosmopolitanism is manifested in an open mindset towards 

strangers, emotional coldness in close relationships, and an escape from the past 
into elitism and aestheticisation. Leah’s shattered humanist ideal, and Frank’s angry 
exclamation of “Eurotrash” also exemplify the unattainable ideals of the cosmo-

politan utopia. Simultaneously, neocitizenship appears as a flexible self-actualisa-

tion exemplified by Natalie’s life who is just as successful on the surface as Julius. 
Under the surface, however, she hides frustration which makes her seek compen-

sation, showing that it is inevitable to face responsibility in order to live a mentally 
and emotionally healthy life. Both characters who believe in cosmopolitan ethics 
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and are more down-to-earth neocitizens chase a mirage and may seem successful 

on the surface, but they have yet to take responsibility and face their past to be truly 
successful on a deeper level. 
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Bagatelling Stories
in Ali Smith’s Autumn
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Abstract: Ali Smith’s Autumn, often called the first ever (post-)Brexit novel, portrays the dystopian 
reality of the modern UK, overwhelmed by the plurality of narrative voice and the manipulative 
mass culture of lies. As a way of resistance, Ali Smith restores faith in the capability of storytelling 
as an art form to connect, communicate and enable change. Stories in Autumn become the man-
ifestations of (creative) life force and display an ability to act as self-sufficient agents. Storytelling 
as an art form appears as a foundation for sustaining life in narratives and people alike as well 
as a way of connecting people. Interacting with stories is portrayed as an exercise in interpre-
tation, a process of making sense of how and why things happen in the world, a skill essential 
in (post-)Brexit UK. In the novel, the stories are compared to a home, a safe space for those who 
were cast out by the discourses of Brexit nationalism and serve as a form of constructive dialogue 
between past and present generations.

Ali Smith’s Autumn (2016) is not only the first novel of her Seasonal Quartet series 
but is also often called the first ever (post-)Brexit piece of literature. Being a symp-
tomatic reaction to the United Kingdom’s European Union membership refer-
endum of 23 June 2016, the novel captures a moment of transition that becomes 
a traumatic event for a country shaken and torn by conflicting reactions and atti-
tudes. The stable and predictable summer of the UK as part of the European 
Union has become a matter of the past within the timespan of one day, and autumn, 
which inevitably follows summer days, illustrates the state of the socio-economic 
challenges brought on by the break from the European Union. “It was the worst 
of times, it was the worst of times. Again. That’s the thing about things. They fall 
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apart, always have, always will, it’s in their nature” (A. Smith 3). The first lines 
of the novel not only serve as an intertextual allusion to the social disarray and feel-
ing of fear accompanying the French revolution and the reign of Terror in Charles 
Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities (1859) (Cox 37) but also compare post-Brexit Britain 
to the times when “[m]ere anarchy is loosed upon the world” (Yeats). Even though 
almost a century divides William Butler Yeats’s “The Second Coming” (1919) from 
Ali Smith’s Autumn, both works depict notes of discord from people believing “them-
selves to be living through a period of serious decline” (Poplawski 482), a feeling 
that can be identified as prevalent in the early twentieth century due to the shift 
from the accelerated development of Victorian society to a more moderate pace 
of social transformation following that era. A similar feeling permeates Autumn 

as well, which also describes the migration crisis of the 2010s as a regress compared 
to the advances in post-colonial and migration policies in the 1980s.

The story of Autumn unfolds in london in June 2016. It centres around a man 
named Daniel gluck, residing in a care home in a state of prolonged sleep. The reader 
sees him being frequently visited by the female protagonist of the novel, Elisabeth 
Demand, who reads stories by his bed and shares news from the post-Brexit world. 
As Kristian Shaw describes it, the “divisive consequences of the referendum are 
complemented by the collage-like, disjointed temporality of the narrative struc-
ture, with brief, fragmentary chapters shifting from Daniel’s youth in 1930s Europe 
to Elisabeth’s childhood in 1990s England, emphasising that their relationship ‘[is] 
about history, and being neighbours’” (21–22). Daniel, who would frequently look 
after child Elisabeth, made “lifelong friends” (A. Smith 52) with her, teaching her 
about the importance of art, painting, storytelling, and reading.

The centrality of Brexit in Autumn allows the novel to be positioned as Brexlit, 
a term coined by Shaw, referring to contemporary literature that responds to the Brexit 
referendum and/or post-Brexit landscape in an “increasingly fragile and uncer-
tain political climate” (Shaw 15). reflecting upon how this subgenre emphasises 
the divided condition of the UK, Shaw highlights how Brexlit is preoccupied with 
what came after the referendum: “The term Brexlit concerns fictions that either 
directly respond or imaginatively allude to Britain’s exit from the EU, or engage 
with the subsequent socio-cultural, economic, racial, or cosmopolitical consequences 
of Britain’s withdrawal” (18). The large number of areas of social and cultural life 
affected by Brexit is mediated in Ali Smith’s Autumn, which offers the interpreta-
tion of Brexit within the contexts of post-truth, anti-immigration policies, historical 
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cycles and the decline of ethical values (21–22). Shaw also labels Autumn as the first 
post-truth novel, giving tribute to how the novel emphasises the role of right-wing 
propaganda in the destabilisation of the political landscape in the UK (21). 

In contrast to the fragmented landscape of social and political crisis, Autumn 

proposes to turn to the uniting function of art as it “knits together an astonish-
ing array of seemingly disparate subjects, including mortality, unconditional love, 
Shakespeare’s Tempest ... free spirits, and the life force of art along with kindness, hope 
and a ‘readiness to be above and beyond the foul even when we are up to our eyes 
in it’” (McAlpin). Art, then, in Ali Smith’s work can be identified as one of the under-
lying and perhaps most powerful motifs that ties the fragments of post-Brexit life 
in England together. From allusive references to different genres and pieces of lit-
erature to an ekphrastic meditation on the works of British pop artist Pauline Boty, 
art appears in a variety of manifestations. In Smith’s narrative, art is communi-
cated through stories: the story of Prospero facing the difficulty of seeing into men 
and monsters and the realities of justice; timeless and various narratives of meta-
morphoses conceptualising trauma and excess; visual narratives of pop art or mun-
dane stories of post-Brexit England.

The art of storytelling is presented in the novel as a complex, multifaceted phe-
nomenon, characterised by difficulty in unambiguous descriptions, at the same time 
emphasising the changing and adaptive nature of stories. Autumn reflects on the strug-
gle of distinguishing between truth and non-truth, reality and fiction in a post-
modern manner, which linda Hutcheon defines as “deliberately self-reflexive and 
contradictory” (12). Smith portrays Brexit as a dual phenomenon, simultaneously 
seen as a potentially traumatic event and a process of transition over a certain 
period of time where the starting and finishing points are unknown: “Here’s an old 
story so new that it’s still in the middle of happening, writing itself right now with 
no knowledge of where or how it’ll end” (A. Smith 181). In other words, the novel 
allows one to ask whether Brexit is a story “so new” that it becomes a starting point, 
provoking transformations in the UK unprecedented in the past century, or whether 
it reflects the culmination of an “old” process, already preceded by other processes 
of change which will naturally continue after it.

This paper aims to explore the communicative and connective functions of art 
with a focus on storytelling in Ali Smith’s Autumn. By analysing how the novel uses 
the postmodern approach to the plenitude of narrative voices and how they man-
ifest themselves within the context of pre- and/or post-Brexit UK, this research 
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investigates how telling and reading stories become an exercise in (re)creating 
the world. Stories in the novel become self-sufficient agents and their adaptabil-
ity allows them to be interpreted as a way of communication, an ongoing dialogue 
between past and present generations of people.

The PolyPhony of SToryTelling

It is undoubtedly true that Ali Smith’s novels and collections of short stories make 
a vast contribution to contemporary British fiction and address a large number 
of contemporary issues, among which Daniel lea outlines “concerns of human 
connectedness, technology, and the transformative capacities of language” (397) 
as the most prominent, though surely, not the only ones. Similarly, it is not only 
challenging to single out a set of dominant motifs in Ali Smith’s literary output, but 
it is just as difficult to situate her work within one single cultural paradigm. Some 
researchers tend to argue against her works being purely postmodernist and sug-
gest positioning her fiction within what is now debatably called “metamodernism.” 
Monica germanà, while acknowledging the legacy of postmodernism in Smith’s fic-
tion, asserts that “her writing also departs from postmodernism in a way that ... 
combines formal experimentation with a strong ethical commitment to distinctly 
contemporary concerns” (100). For example, Smith’s commitment to making a clear 
ethical stand appears to be quite visible as the reader sees her expressing con-
cerns about the decaying state of democracy within post-Brexit UK: “It is like 
democracy is a bottle someone can threaten to smash and do a bit of damage with” 
(A. Smith 112). John Brannigan, talking about Ali Smith’s How To Be Both (2014), 
concludes that “her work restores and renews faith in the capacity of art to connect, 
communicate, and resist authority” (607), creating a clear-cut difference from clas-
sics of postmodern fiction. A metamodernist interpretation of Autumn is vital to view 
Ali Smith’s work as establishing continuity between the postmodern and postmillen-
nial eras, responding significantly to important issues of our time (germanà 106).

Having said that, one cannot deny the importance and explicitness of postmod-
ernist elements in Autumn. Brannigan, for instance, asserts that Ali Smith’s work 
adopts many of the innovations brought to life by postmodernism, therefore, partially 
conforming to its definitions (607). Among such elements, one can name the post-
modern narrative strategies of fragmentation, the intense use of cultural and liter-
ary allusions, metafictional components, intertextuality, and the preoccupation with 
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the boundaries between the real and the fictional. given this, the present paper, while 
acknowledging the metamodern context and nature of the novel, focuses on the post-
modern concepts and tools present in the narrative and analyses how they are used 
specifically in delineating the complexity of Ali Smith’s account of storytelling.

linda Hutcheon, one of the most prominent theoreticians of literary postmod-
ernism, contends in her Poetics of Postmodernism: “The perceiving subject is no longer 
assumed to be a coherent, meaning-generating entity. narrators in fiction become 
disconcertingly multiple and hard to locate. ... In Charles russell’s terms, with post-
modernism, we start to encounter and are challenged by ‘an art of shifting perspec-
tive, of double self-consciousness, of local and extended meaning’” (11). Describing 
how storytelling serves in Smith’s works to investigate the nature of human con-
nections, Daniel lea emphasises the plenitude of narrative voices in her fiction 
by proposing that “these voices explain the world as it appears to them, but none 
are allowed the ultimate satisfaction of determining the meaning of another’s expe-
rience. Instead, Smith relishes the argumentative grist of opposed perspectives, 
replacing singular with plural truths” (397). Storytelling hence undermines “alien-
ated otherness” and “centralised sameness” by replacing these with the notion of dif-
ference, and in the same way singular culture has transformed into plural cultures 
in the postmodern canon (Hutcheon 12), Autumn also features the polyphony of mul-
tiple narrative voices.

The polyphony of Smith’s novel, however, does not come down to an unintel-
ligible cacophony of voices but, to a greater extent, evokes the concepts of poly-
phonic novels and heteroglossia, as discussed by Mikhail Bakhtin. Monica germanà, 
reflecting upon how the preoccupation with the notions of sameness/difference 
in Smith’s novel contributes to the polyphonic structure of the novel, highlights 
the “connective simultaneity, whereby the different, previously clashing, voices 
merge into one choral narrative celebrating diversity in togetherness” (103). This 
togetherness is born out of the dialogical nature of language in the Bakhtinian 
understanding which implies the impossibility of any singularity of interpreta-
tion: “between the word and its object, between the word and the speaking sub-
ject, there exists an elastic environment of other, alien words about the same object, 
the same theme, and this is an environment that it is often difficult to penetrate” 
(Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination 276). Thus, the construction of a linguistic reality 
becomes a kind of dialogue between the subject and the object, the latter of which 
already incorporates the concept of otherness. However, one can further develop 
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this idea by suggesting that such a perception of (linguistic) reality undermines 
the dual opposition of subjective sameness and objective otherness since subjec-
tivity in this case is determined only by the point of view of the speaker. This 
becomes particularly visible during the scene where Daniel and Elisabeth play 
a game of Bagatelle with the story of goldilocks, which will be analysed in more 
detail later in the paper. During the game, Daniel challenges his position of a sin-
gularising subject in charge of the narrative by presenting goldilocks from a cer-
tain angle “for no reason other than that’s what I, the person in charge of the story, 
have decided that all goldilockses are like” (A. Smith 121). one can suggest that 
such an emphasis on the determining role of the speaker’s viewpoint implies aware-
ness of the fact that there exists a reality of differing interpretations of the same 
story, allowing the othered object to become the subject in charge of the narrative.

recognising the subject in the other becomes a crucial element in the build-
ing of the polyphonic novel. Mikhail Bakhtin explores this concept in Problems 

of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984) concerning Feodor Dostoevsky’s works, which he con-
sidered an exemplary polyphonic body of texts. By the term “polyphonic novel,” 
Bakhtin means “a plurality of independent and unmerged voices and conscious-
nesses, a genuine polyphony of fully valid voices ... with equal rights and each with 
its own world ... not only objects of authorial discourse but also subjects of their own 
directly signifying discourse” (Problems 6–7). The concept of heteroglossia is also 
crucial to our understanding of the polyphonic novel. The term refers to the var-
ied character of language, implying that instead of being a singular, static construct, 
language is a multifaceted interaction of diverse voices and perspectives (Bakhtin, 
The Dialogic Imagination 263). Similarly, Ali Smith’s novels, including Autumn, give 
voice to many subjective speakers, allowing them to express their differing visions 
of the same events, engaging in dialogues with each other, the author and the reader. 
Importantly, as Daniel lea puts it, Smith never grants any of the voices the privi-
lege of establishing dominance: “The real point of interest is not the victory of one 
voice over another but the profusion of different registers, paroles, tones, vocabular-
ies, accents, and pitches that feed into the dialogic ambiguity inherent in commu-
nication” (398). In view of this, the potential of Autumn as a polyphonic novel rests 
on embracing diverse voices and perspectives, which produces an affluent narra-
tive tapestry, enabling these voices to engage in dialogical communication without 
dominance by any single one.
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“AlwAyS Be reAding SomeThing”

The ability to acknowledge the subject in the other and their right to offer a differ-
ing story is presented in Autumn as a skill that is acquired through reading, mak-
ing this latter one of the most prominent themes in the novel. The book shares 
Elisabeth Demand’s journey as she attempts to piece together scattered elements 
of her life and the reality around her shaken by the Brexit referendum. She spends 
her time next to her lifelong companion, Daniel gluck, who at 101 years old, finds 
himself in a prolonged sleep. Elisabeth is reading books in the physical reality 
by the bed of her friend who, in his sleep, finds himself in the metaphysical space 
of his memories and consciousness, where images flow into each other, creating 
the never-ending circulation of stories on different levels. Stories in Autumn become 
manifestations of the (creative) life force, acquiring the power to act as self-suffi-
cient agents, while storytelling appears as the foundation for sustaining life in peo-
ple and narratives alike.

In his interview with Ali Smith, Karl Anderson describes the relationship 
between Daniel gluck and Elisabeth Demand as being “bound by stories they 
read and the stories they make up together.” reading becomes an exercise in mak-
ing sense, a process of learning how and why things happen in the world, and this 
is one of the two main skills Daniel gluck used to teach Elisabeth: “Always be read-
ing something, he said. Even when we’re not physically reading. How else will 
we read the world?” (A. Smith 68). reading acquires two possible levels of signifi-
cation. The first one refers to the interpretation of the world as a collection of stories 
incorporating a multiplicity of narrative voices. At this point, reading is understood 
as another form of connecting people and making them listen to each other and 
can be seen in the novel as making sense of the world overwhelmed by the multi-
tude of perspectives and opinions.

The second understanding of reading as a practice makes it a tool of creativity. 
This interpretation resonates well with Wolfgang Iser’s The Act of Reading: A Theory 
of Aesthetic Response (1976) in which every literary text is considered to be a form 
of communication while reading is a process of re-creative dialectics:

In other words, the literary text enables its readers to transcend 
the limitations of their real-life situation; it is not a reflection of any 
given reality, but it is an extension or broadening of their own reality. 
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In Kosik’s words: “Every work of art has a unified and invisible dou-
ble character: it is an expression of reality, but it also forms the real-
ity that exists, not next to or before the work but actually in the work 
itself. ... As work and as art, it represents the reality and so indivisi-
bly and simultaneously forms reality.” (79)

Thus, reading in Autumn can be perceived as a process of appropriation of a par-
ticular narrative, “the unveiling of the other story, which exists beyond the bor-
der and the surface of things” (germanà 100), which in Ali Smith’s works usually 
accounts for the communities of outsiders, outcast by the intransigent immigration 
policies. reading becomes the procedure of fragmenting the given reality of same-
ness suggested by the grand narratives into the polyphony of “characters’ differing 
versions of the world built around shared events or experiences” (lea 398). reading 
serves as an opportunity to listen to the plurality of narrative voices momentar-
ily, voices sometimes contradicting each other, but never having the possibility 
to establish the dominance of one over the others. For Ali Smith, such an attitude 
to reading should be inevitable in post-Brexit UK amidst the visible dividedness 
of the nation. As Smith writes, “[a]ll across the country, people felt it was the wrong 
thing. All across the country, people felt they had really lost. All across the coun-
try, people felt they’d really won. All across the country, people felt they have done 
the right thing and other people had done the wrong thing” (59). The coexistence 
of opposing narratives as well as their subjectivity (the factor of intentionality) cre-
ates a certain chaos in terms of which voices to believe and which voices to per-
ceive as the “true” representation of the ruling sentiments of the country since all 
of them appear to influence the world in one way or another.

In the introduction to Telling Truths through Telling Stories, a textbook for story-
telling classes, Amy E. Spaulding reflects upon the ambivalent nature of truth in/
through storytelling: “Truth, like story, cannot be written in stone, for it dies when 
it is solidified. The first person to write down the Veda (Hindu sacred scriptures) 
was called ‘the butcher of the Veda’ because he trapped the words on paper, rather 
than letting them be alive and free as sound” (4). The relationship between truth 
and storytelling appears troubled in post-Brexit Britain, too: “All across the coun-
try, nobody spoke about it. All across the country, nobody spoke about anything 
else” (A. Smith 60). Stories do indeed have intrinsic dynamism, their “life force” 
lies in their non-static nature, their ability to adapt to the constantly changing 
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environment in which they exist. However, Spaulding’s claim about a similar flu-
idity of truth raises the danger of the truth being manipulated for personal aims, 
of distorted truth being disguised as one more story. given the political and social 
context of pre-Brexit UK, one cannot avoid considering the misuse of this quality 
of adaptability to create what is now called post-truth.

The TruTh of SToryTelling

Coincidence or not, in november 2016 the Oxford English Dictionary chose “post-
truth” as the word of the year, providing a definition that emphasises subjective 
influence in the formation of public opinion when one prefers to present their 
emotions and beliefs as facts (Barbieri 24; Brahms 2). Investigating the notion 
of post-truth in the context of its Brexit-related popularity, Yael Brahms offers 
the following definition:

a term denoting circumstances in which our ability to clarify real-
ity to understand it and function within it based on facts is weak-
ening as a result of high-intensity interference by four peak waves: 
the information explosion and disruptive technology; the dwindling 
of faith in institutions and in “truth tellers”; undermining postmod-
ernist ideas; and bitter political battles. (17)

Indeed, this feeling of loss of faith in politicians, and the rejection of popu-
list speeches is present in the novel and takes shape in the observant words 
of Elisabeth’s mother: “I’m tired of liars. I’m tired of sanctified liars. ... I’m tired 
of lying governments. I’m tired of people not caring whether they’re being lied to any 
more” (A. Smith 57). The last part of her outcry, however, may imply that the great-
est danger of manipulating the truth is that people stop “reading” the world, thereby 
they rather choose to accept the half-truth offered to them, showing signs of apa-
thy and carelessness, the inability to be involved and to participate in the course 
of their own life. Interestingly enough, Autumn also comments upon how, paradox-
ically, many people started to research what leaving the European Union actually 
means only after the referendum: “All across the country, people looked up google: 
what is EU?” (59). María del Pino Montesdeoca Cubas comments on this level 
of public negligence, bringing attention to the fact that “politicians are not the only 
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ones to be considered responsible for the new direction the country is heading 
to. Ignorance and neglect among part of the voters has also played a key role 
in the turn of events” (75). Autumn also draws attention to how the lack of awareness 
of the real state of affairs among the voting population created fertile ground for 
manipulation by the leaders of the leave campaign. Elisabeth comes across an arti-
cle titled “look Into My Eyes: leave. EU Campaign Consulted TV Hypnotist”: 

“The Power To Influence. I can Make You Happy. Hypnotic Gastric Band. Helped produce social 
media ads. Are you concerned? Are you worried? Isn’t it time? Being engrossed in TV broadcasts 
equally hypnotic. Facts don’t work. Connect with people emotionally. Trump” (A. Smith 137). 
The text brings to light the absurdity of how a post-truth approach to storytelling 
can present irrational, unconfirmed claims as rational and based on facts by seem-
ingly sharing common emotions with people; emotions, one might notice, evoked 
by the manipulators themselves. 

The underlined questions above serve as an illustrative example of creating fake 
emotionality, not based on facts but through the use of loaded rhetorical questions 
which, according to Elena Krizhanovskaya, serve as a means of evoking an emo-
tional response to otherwise empty questions and can be used as tools of manipula-
tive influence on the audience (59). Highlighting how rhetorical questions implicitly 
contain their expected answers, she defines the main function of this technique 
as “the activation of a mental activity in the recipient of the message in the aspect 
programmed by the author of the text, a hidden call to action and very often, 
unfortunately, attempts to offend other participants in the discussion” (59, trans-
lation my own). Thus, Autumn satirises how leave advocators played a crucial role 
in the division of the United Kingdom even before the referendum. By offering 
potential voters narratives that ostensibly coincide with their emotional state, they 
created tension and gave space for anxiety, fear and hostility. Interestingly, such 
narratives do not offer any specifics as to what to worry about or what it is time for, 
functioning on the level of inarticulate implications, falsely creating the impression 
of a dialogue to hide what in reality is a monologue.

The scene of Elisabeth reading the article is followed by a description of her 
mother, who loves watching retro TV shows, “start[ing] the forty years ago dance 
routine up one more time; the jaunty music begins again” (A. Smith 137). The tempo-
ral reference is there by no accident, and the socio-political connotations of the 1970s 
in Britain allow us to contextualise post-truth as a means of reviving the anti-immi-
grant rhetoric. In an interview with olivia laing, which took place shortly after 
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the publication of the novel, Ali Smith made this parallel transparent: “listening 
to the radio in the run-up to the referendum, she was appalled by the collapse of dia-
logue, the creep of lies, the resurgence of a kind of bullying language — ‘go home’; 
‘we’re coming after you’ — she hadn’t heard since she was a schoolgirl back 
in the 1970s.” The monologising nature of post-truth is highlighted once again 
when even the dialogical nature of language, its predisposition to acknowledge 
the subjectivity in another, was abusively manipulated to serve as a provocation. 
Thus, the novel raises awareness of a person’s responsibility to navigate discourses 
potentially constructed of lies, and, importantly, not to repeat the lies offered. Post-
truth and storytelling seem to be two interpretations of the same act of telling some-
thing, and the differentiation between the two lies in the speaker’s intention to tell 
the “truths” and the listener’s desire to “read” them.

BAgATelling STorieS

A more optimistic approach to storytelling is expressed in the scene where Daniel 
gluck teaches Elisabeth the game of Bagatelle, or to put it more abstractly, the art 
of storytelling. His words somewhat resonate with Spaulding’s claims about the non-
static nature of stories: “the whole point of Bagatelle is that you trifle with stories 
that people think are set in stone” (A. Smith 117). The game of Bagatelle can be con-
sidered as the key to understanding the power of storytelling viewed as a means 
of influencing (physical and/or metaphysical) reality in Autumn. Daniel invites 
Elisabeth to play Bagatelle, a version of which he came up with on the spot and 
whose rules are very simple: “‘How we play is: I tell you the first line of a story,’ 
Daniel said. ... ‘Then you tell me the story that comes into your head when you 
hear that first line,’ Daniel said” (A. Smith 116–117). A story appears not as a pas-
sive object perceived, but as something endowed with agency: an entity which 
is able to “come into one’s head.” At one point in the narrative, Daniel compares 
words, which constitute stories, to “living organisms” (A. Smith 69) which are able 
to grow from different sources, therefore, illuminating the vitality of stories. From 
this point of view, the Bagatelle scene can be viewed as reinforcing the impossibility 
of the petrification of stories. Stories possess adaptability that allows them to further 
evolve, where both reading and storytelling become the source of life power to serve 
as a link between past and future, which especially resonates with people’s general 
sentiments and anxiety in post-Brexit UK.
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The game of Bagatelle has its own history that, following Daniel’s view on stories, 
is not set in stone either. As rick Sherin examines, Bagatelle originated from an out-
door British game of shooting marbles, which was later adapted for in-door activities 
at the times of King louis XVI and his queen, Marie Antoinette, at the Château 
de Bagatelle, under whose name it is known today. Bagatelle became a game similar 
to modern billiards, the essence of which was to achieve the highest score by shoot-
ing balls into holes on the board. This, however, was not the last stage of its evolution, 
and as technology was advancing, the game of Bagatelle evolved into different types 
of pinballs and, recently, into numerous forms of electronic game-playing (Sherin). 
While the general idea of the game has remained the same, technological advances 
allowed new inspiring mechanisms to be incorporated into the game, thus main-
taining its popularity through the ages. The particular way of playing Bagatelle 
suggested by Daniel offers a new take on it, transforming it into a means of commu-
nication through retelling old/new plots that link people, pasts, and histories together.

Daniel and Elisabeth play Bagatelle by “trifling” with the widely known, nine-
teenth-century English fairy tale of “goldilocks and the Three Bears,” which, with 
some level of abstraction, manifests the changeable nature of stories. The first written 
version of the fairy tale belongs to robert Southey, who in 1837 published it under 
the title “The Story of the Three Bears” in The Doctor, and this version of the fairy 
tale featured a wicked old woman who trespassed into the house of the three bache-
lor bears. Although Southey claimed to have heard the story from his uncle, William 
Dove (opie 199), most researchers debate the authorship and origin of the fairy 
tale (opie 199, Tatar 245). Maria Tatar proposes that “Southey did not rely on oral 
sources but instead conflated a norwegian story about three bears with the scene 
from the grimms’ ‘Snow White’ in which the heroine enters the cottage of the dwarfs. 
The little old woman seems to be Southey’s own invention” (245). Following this 
line of thought, “The Story of the Three Bears” from the moment of its crea-
tion was an example of the so-called “literary fairy tale” (K. P. Smith 4), which 
denotes the author’s invention or reinterpretation of several fairy tales, the story 
thus becoming a literary construct. This idea is complicated by the fact that in 1951, 
a manuscript version of the fairy tale, dated back to 1831, was discovered, and this 
manuscript described the fairy tale as a “celebrated nursery tale” (qtd. in opie 199). 
Thus, the story of “goldilocks and the Three Bears” becomes a story without any 
evidence of a fixed date of origin and, in this manner, it serves as a living example 
of Bagatelling stories.
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In addition, having gained popularity and become part of folklore, the fairy 
tale continued its independent path of development. In 1849, Joseph Cundell 
decided to change the protagonist from an old woman to a young girl, justify-
ing it by the opinion that children would prefer an attractive child rather than 
an old woman (opie 200). Following this metamorphosis, the new incarnation 
of the female character regularly changed her name and was known as Silver-Hair, 
Silverlocks, and goldenlocks, until the British storyteller Flora Annie Steel named 
her goldilocks, the name under which we recognize her today (Tatar 246). Along 
with goldiloсks, the image of the three bears also changed. If in the original version 
the bears were simply presented as three friends, over time the status of their rela-
tionship changed first to brothers and sisters and then to the traditional family model, 
including father (big bear), mother (medium bear) and child (little bear) (Tatar 246).

Along with the images of the characters, the moral message of the tale has also 
changed, and as Maria Tatar puts it, “[t]he girl heroines in ‘The Story of the Three 
Bears’ fare far better than their aged counterparts in the first recorded versions” 
(246). While for an elderly woman the punishment for the act of invading the house 
was death or some other unfortunate fate, goldilocks either returned home or sim-
ply promised to improve.

The message of the story, however, stays unchanged throughout the years, and 
with goldilocks/the old woman performing the role of the intruder, “[the fairy tale] 
suggests the importance of respecting the property and the consequences of just ‘try-
ing out’ things that do not belong to you” (Tatar 246). What at first glance may seem 
like a cautionary tale for children about obedience and respect for what belongs 
to other people, in the context of the novel, the story can take on an additional 
layer of meaning. Kevin Paul Smith, exploring various forms of intertextual inclu-
sions of fairy tales and fairy tale motifs in the text of postmodern novels, among 
seven other such forms, singles out “incorporation” as a version of intertextuality, 
defining it as an explicit reference to a fairy tale in the text of a novel, sometimes 
even in the form of a brief retelling of the plot (10, 17). When Daniel gives a syn-
opsis of the tale in the Bagatelle scene, adding the last detail about the spraypaint 
on the walls (A. Smith 117), the novel draws the readers’ attention “to the existence 
and importance of a particular intertext” (K. P. Smith 17) while “the fairytale plot 
takes on greater importance, becoming a model by which the reader can under-
stand the text” (17). Thus, it can be assumed that the fairy tale can be interpreted 
on two levels in the novel.
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The first layer of interpretation is connected to the direct context in which this 
fairy tale is mentioned and is related to the game of Bagatelle. When Daniel suggests 
that goldilocks sprays her name with spray-paint on the walls, Elisabeth objects that 
such a detail is impossible since the fairy tale originates from the times when spray-
paint did not exist. Daniel responds to this crude factual interjection from Elisabeth 
with indignation: “Who says? ... Who says the story isn’t happening right now?” 
(A. Smith 117). Elisabeth insists on the temporal anchorage of the narrative while 
Daniel deconstructs the understanding of a story as existing at a particular moment 
in time, blurring the line between past and present as well as authenticity and fabri-
cation. Stories, thus, appear to be able to survive from past contexts into the present.

The second layer of interpretation, taking into account the key role of the motif 
of intrusion in the fairy tale, allows us to consider the significance of the socio-polit-
ical context of the novel, namely, in the frame of post-Brexit, post-truth, and xeno-
phobic sentiments. Following their argument about Daniel inventing the spray-paint 
bit, this conversation takes place:

 “So how do we ever know what’s true?” Elisabeth said. 
 “ n o w  y o u ’ r e  t a l k i n g , ”  D a n i e l  s a i d . 
 “And what if, right,” Elisabeth said, “what if goldilocks was 
doing what she was doing because she had no choice? What if she 
was like seriously upset that the porridge was too hot, and that’s what 
made her go ultra-crazy with the spraypaint can? What if cold por-
ridge always made her feel really upset about something in her past? 
What if something that had happened in her life had been really 
terrible and the porridge reminded her of it, and that’s why she 
was so upset that she broke the chair and unmade all the beds?” 

 “or what if she was just a vandal?” Daniel said, “who went into 
places and defaced them for no reason other than that’s what I, the per-
son in charge of the story, have decided that all goldilockses are like?” 

 “I personally shall be giving her the benefits of the doubt,” Elis-
abeth said. (A. Smith 121)

The key concept of this scene is the “benefit of the doubt” appearing as an oppor-
tunity to see the unfolding of another’s story beyond what is considered to be set 
in stone. Ideas circulating during pre-Brexit discussions about immigrants taking 
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jobs from British citizens (Berberich 4) — similar to goldilocks “taking” food 
and housing from the bears — became a component of the discourse of hos-
tility and negative generalisation, established, in Daniel’s words, “for no rea-
son other than that’s what I, the person in charge of the story, have decided that 
all goldilockses are like” (A. Smith 121). Using the example of “goldilocks and 
the Three Bears,” Daniel teaches Elisabeth to challenge “narratorial authority 
(see Dentith 1995) — where an omniscient narrator guides and effectively manipu-
lates the story” (Berberich 9). In a postmodern understanding, the game of Bagatelle 
might be an exercise in accepting the coexistence of multiple perspectives and 
truths. Bagatelling stories, in other words, becomes a useful skill and a means 
of applying the “benefit of the doubt” method to unveil whether the adaptable 
and changeable nature of stories was employed to add a new spin to the original 
story, either as a way of giving voice to another’s point of view or for manipula-
tive purposes instead.

ConCluSion

Both storytelling and reading in its creative understanding appear as a form of art 
in the novel, and, as art, they become the very thread that holds together the dis-
parate fragments as well as subjectivities of post-Brexit reality. Stories in the novel 
are portrayed as polyphonic entities, allowing space for multiple narrative voices, 
expressing opposing or differing points of view on the world, while avoiding can-
onisation of any single one as the true or the only one possible. The stories in this 
novel can be interpreted as both the object and the subject of action, and interac-
tions with them also have a dual nature. on the one hand, stories can be read and, 
in this case, they manifest a practice of interpretation; on the other hand, once told, 
they become powerful tools for shaping reality. At the same time, the novel draws 
attention to the relationship between storytelling and post-truth, namely, the dan-
ger of storytelling being misused to create manipulative lies which in the novel are 
attributed to Brexit supporters. The ability to simultaneously read and tell sto-
ries, a skill whose importance is communicated, at the same time, by Daniel gluck 
and the overall text of the novel itself, becomes crucial in post-Brexit UK, where 
the categories of reliability, stability, and hope are appropriated by the perpetra-
tors of the leave narrative. Stories in Autumn acquire agency and performativity; 
thus, they are not solely dependent on the narrator but possess independence and 
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the ability to act on their own accord. Stories are represented as adaptive and una-
ble to be subjected to singular, monologising interpretations, which becomes visible 
through the example of an old English fairy tale, “goldilocks and The Three Bears” 
(1837). retold within the context of the novel, it not only challenges the under-
standing of stories as existing at a particular point in time but also serves as a form 
of denial of the narratorial authority which aims to establish the dominance 
of xenophobic narratives.

Storytelling emerges as the ability of stories to evolve and preserve the multi-
ple “truths” embedded in them while defying the authoritative canonisation of one 

“truth.” The storyteller is the force that can influence the world, already woven 
from stories, relentlessly evolving and changing with time: “‘And whoever makes 
up the story makes up the world,’ Daniel said. ‘So always try to welcome people 
into the home of your story’” (A. Smith 119). In this way, Daniel teaches Elisabeth 
the art of making sense of the world, the craft of creating and transforming sto-
ries. In addition, the story is compared to a home, a place where one can always 
find comfort, ease and security. In the context of post-Brexit reality, this gives sto-
rytelling the sense of a safe space where one can accept the existence of multiple 
truths and remember exactly how the world works. Elisabeth now has the neces-
sary “benefit of the doubt” (in her mother’s words, referring to how she should not 
agree to be lied to), which is an ability to differentiate between what is true and 
what is not. She matures to be “ready to bagatelle it as it is” (A. Smith 121), a skill 
essential in a reality where there is no unifying perspective.

Ali Smith’s Autumn provides a detailed and authentic portrayal of the state of dis-
unity, disillusionment and disappointment that has been prevalent in the social 
and political landscape of the United Kingdom before and after the referendum 
on EU membership. The novel explores the social, cultural, and racial consequences 
of Brexit, including the resurgence of xenophobic narratives circulating over the past 
century, fuelled in large part by political lies. Through the use of the postmodern 
techniques of fragmentation and narrative polyphony, Ali Smith’s work reflects 
upon the shattered reality of contemporary UK, nonetheless, articulating hope 
that change is possible even during the worst times. Autumn offers stories as one 
of the most powerful tools for resisting the nightmarish environment of contempo-
rary UK, creating a safe, homelike space of hospitality and witnessing.
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Cultural geographer Doreen Massey famously argued throughout most of her 

academic career that spaces are never to be interpreted as static, non-changing 

entities that somehow surround and encapsulate us without entering into inter-

actions with us. Instead, she envisioned spaces as processes that are “constantly 

disconnected by new arrivals, constantly waiting to be determined (and there-

fore always undetermined) by the construction of new relations” (For Space 107). 

Elsewhere, she also urged readers to conceive of spaces as dynamic, to imagine 

them as “articulated moments in networks of social relations and understandings” 

(Space, Place, and Gender 154). What Massey taps into here is, of course, on the one 

hand, the long tradition of the spatial turn in the humanities and social sciences, 

paved by Henri Lefebvre and Michel de Certeau among many others. On the other 

hand, by emphasising the significance of “new arrivals” and “networks” of human 
and possibly non-human connections, she also, rather pre-emptively, references 

newer directions in the humanities, namely, the mobilities turn, as concep-

tualised by John Urry and Mimi Sheller, and the affective turn, first discussed 
by Silvan Tomkins. The reason for this rather theoretical introduction, perhaps 

https://doi.org/10.53720/DNYA3626
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uncharacteristic in a scholarly review, is that Massey seems to be uniquely posi-

tioned to help us reflect on the main concerns at the core of the volume Geographies 

of Affect in Contemporary Literature and Visual Culture.
This collection of twelve essays, which are in turn arranged into five separate 

parts, offers a rare combination of literary and cultural analyses of novels, films, 
a theatre performance, and a graphic novel. By focusing on both the spatiality 

and the affective dimension apparent in these different cultural products, the vol-
ume does not only showcase the myriad ways in which spaces can function but 

also discusses the emotions that are incited as we exist and move about in these 

spaces. Since mobility is a key consideration in the volume, the various chapters are 

able to offer global — but notably not globalising —  perspectives, tackling Central 
Europe, the general West, and to a lesser extent, the Global South. As the editors 

of the volume, Ágnes Györke and Imola Bülgözdi, explain in their “Introduction,” 

which serves as a short theoretical treatise on the role of space and affect in what 
may be broadly defined as diaspora studies, they opted for the term “translocality” 
as preferable to “transnationalism” since the latter fails to account for the resur-

gence of nationalistic sentiment in the twenty-first century. This already showcases 
the topicality and timeliness of the volume, which, other than a collection of individ-

ually intriguing treatments of various cultural products, might also serve as a semi-

theoretical intervention into contemporary discussions of space, affect, and mobility.
From a theoretical-methodological point of view, this psycho-geographical 

approach is something that serves as an undercurrent in all the chapters, uniting 

them into a complex whole despite the varied subject matters of the individual chap-

ters. It is notable that most, if not all, authors also focus on transgression in one way 

or another, whether it is border-crossing, breaching gender norms, or diverging from 

expected or normalised paths in urban settings, and that this transgression, in turn, 

is embedded in spatiality. As the editors also note, what all contributions are essen-

tially interested in are “performative spatialities” that are created through an affec-

tive engagement with diverse geographies (10).

The first part, “Edgy Feelings: Translocality, Trauma, and Disengagement,” fea-

tures three chapters, all focused on the ways in which trauma can be intertwined with 

spatial awareness and unanticipated, often uncomfortable feelings. Pieter Vermeulen 

reads two recent New York novels (Teju Cole’s Open City and Ben Lerner’s 10:04) 

together and shows that beyond its mimetic potential of representing emotions, lit-

erature can also generate affect in surprising, and in the case of these two novels, 
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unexpectedly frustrating ways. Space and affect are drawn together as Vermeulen 
discusses the tension between fixity and flow, arguing that it is precisely in this 
porousness that new kinds of connections may be formed — in urban spaces or else-

where. The same permeability is also reflected in Katalin Pálinkás’s excellent contri-
bution, which takes on Lisa Robertson’s Occasional Work and Seven Walks from the Office 
for Soft Architecture. Like Vermeulen, Pálinkás also focuses on what is malleable, tran-

sient, and affectively potent in the city — such as surfaces, rather than monumen-

tal buildings — and shows how Robertson acts as both a Baudelairean flâneur and 

a Benjaminian archivist in the city of Vancouver. Perhaps the most surprising con-

tribution in this part on edgy feelings is Miklós Takács’s treatment of the theatre 
performance Sea Lavender, or the Euphoria of Being, published in the volume in Zsófia 
O. Réti’s translation. Unlike literature and film, a theatre performance is ephem-

eral (all the more so since the irreplaceable main performer, Holocaust survival Éva 

Fahidi died in September 2023); thus, we may argue that recording an affect-focused 
interpretation of such a performance is a crucial gesture. Weaving together con-

siderations on the genre of testimony and the peculiarities of a dance performance, 

Takács argues that it is precisely in the porous, in-between affective space of a the-

atre performance that uneasy — i.e. edgy — feelings can arise.
The second part, “East-Central Europe as a Translocal Space: Gendering 

a ‘Periphery,’” opts for a more unified geographic and thematic focus, and 
addresses questions of masculinity, femininity, and queerness in a Central-European 

(Hungarian) setting. The three chapters in this segment align with one another 

neatly so that the reader is given quite a comprehensive glimpse into the func-

tioning of both socialist and post-socialist treatments of gender roles and expecta-

tions in film. What binds György Kalmár’s treatment of on-screen masculinities, 
Zsolt Gyõri’s engagement with socialist conceptualisations of motherhood in film, 
and Fanni Feldmann’s focus on queer urban spaces in Hungarian cinema together 

is perhaps the ritualistic nature of the spaces tackled in all three chapters. Kalmár 
focuses on “return films” (72) in post-1989 Eastern European cinema, narrow-

ing the scope to what he labels as “retreat films” (73), where the male protago-

nists embark on “regressive journeys” (73) both in a spatial and a gendered sense. 

It is these physical returns with clear spatial trajectories that become ritualistic 

retreats when they acquire an affective dimension in the patriarchal (Hungarian) 
setting of the films. Similarly, Gyõri’s focus on one of the quintessential spatial-archi-
tectural symbols of state socialism — the high-rise block of flats — also highlights 
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the symbolic, ritualistic nature of these spaces: these flats were meant to function 
as idealised homes and great achievements of the socialist state. What Gyõri shows 

in his analysis of pre-1989 Hungarian films is that through ritualised and spatialised 
family practices and (unfulfilled) affective investment in these flats, it is the young 
mothers of the families who end up feeling circumscribed and who are eventually 

forced to retreat into a neurotic state. Interestingly, the last chapter in this part 

chooses to move out of small houses, apartments, and rooms to engage with more 

public spaces instead, while the author retains a similar interplay between ritual 

and retreat, adding a different affective dimension — belonging — as well. Feldmann 
contrasts mainstream Hungarian films that depict queer urban spaces as primarily 
places of hiding, where the dominant emotion is shame and where real connection 

is inhibited, with queer historiographic documentaries that highlight alternative 

subcultures, where real belonging becomes possible.

Parts 3–5 take a noticeable turn towards a more overt engagement with urban 

studies, treating the city as fertile ground for the formation of new urban sub-

jectivities. The city, in its many forms, has been the object of non-ceasing fas-

cination in literature and culture, and this is precisely the sentiment that Imola 

Bülgözdi’s chapter in part 3, “Translocality, Border Thinking, and Restlessness,” 

engages with. Reading Toni Morrison’s Jazz, a story of black Americans moving 

from the South to Harlem in the 1920s to immerse themselves in the captivating 
world of music and a bustling neighbourhood, Bülgözdi argues that the feeling of fas-

cination is what primarily orders the lived experience of the new black urban trans-

local subject. This text is paired with Márta Kõrösi’s chapter on border thinking 
in Marjane Satrapi’s graphic novel Persepolis — an interpretation steeped in Walter 
Mignolo’s decolonial theory that advocates for alternative epistemologies through 

rethinking the fixity of borders. Kõrösi argues particularly convincingly that 
the graphic novel with its unique layout is especially apt to re-interrogate assump-

tions about knowledge and perception while engaging with spatiality in ways a liter-

ary text is not able to. In Kõrösi’s reading, a “border epistemology” (141–145) emerges 

in the gutter, the space between panels, and this epistemology can serve as a dou-

ble critique of patriarchy in both of Marji’s homes, Tehran and Vienna. Part three 

of the volume, then, focuses on migratory, translocal subjects in the city, on the cusp 

of two cultures and two different affective dimensions, attempting to establish new 
ways of being and knowing.
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The next part, “Translocality and Transgression,” combines readings 

of Alice in Wonderland and Nigerian-American author Chimamanda Ngozi 

Adichie’s Americanah, both focusing on the affective psycho-geographies of their 
respective urban or urban-inspired locations. Through Carroll’s original tale 

and China Miéville’s urban fantasy adaptation, Anna Kérchy argues that space 

becomes an epistemologically and metaphysically important signifier, one that helps 
the protagonists of the novels discover new ways of emotionally relating to their sur-

roundings. What is at the core of this chapter is the myriad ways in which aimless 

wandering (dérive in the Debordian sense), nomadic subjects (Braidotti), and new, 

unexpected becomings (Deleuze) can contribute to the dynamic, forever unfin-

ished nature of space (Massey). Pairing this chapter with Jennifer Leetsch’s essay 

on urban topographies of love in Adichie’s Americanah is an interesting choice, but 

one that makes sense if we consider that this chapter similarly seems to tackle trans-

locality and transgressing or even abandoning set paths — albeit in a lot less fantasy-
like environment. Leetsch focuses on migrants and further complicates the notion 

of transnationalism — addressed by the editors in their “Introduction” as well — argu-

ing that it is affect, specifically the love story at the heart of the novel, that facili-
tates the constant renegotiations of space. Much like Alice in Miéville’s adaptation, 

Marji in Satrapi’s graphic novel and Toni Morrison’s characters in Jazz, Ifemelu 

and Obinze also produce what Leetsch refers to as an “affective rewriting/re-inhab-

iting” (189) of their respective cities.
Part 5, similarly to part 2 on East-Central European gendered translocal spaces, 

is a thematically arranged block, focusing on crime fiction. “Criminal Affects: 
Crime and the City” includes two chapters on contemporary variations of the crime 

novel — closely linked since its conception to urban settings — with unusual and 
unexpected detectives, whose affective relation to the city space is anything but 
genre-conforming. Tamás Bényei reads Patrick Neate’s City of Tiny Lights as a post-

9/11 noir where the multicultural and multi-ethnic city’s cartography disintegrates 
as it is slowly transformed into a war zone. This cityscape is dominated by fear, 

and Bényei argues that this crucial affect is testimony to much more than just 
the inevitable failure of the noir plot: it would seem that certain strategies of map-

ping urban spaces will simply prove inadequate in our post-9/11 reality. Just like 
(urban) crime, fear, and terror, these changes in apprehending and experiencing 

the city cannot be contained. Coupled with this chapter is Brigitta Hudácskó’s treat-
ment of Katalin Baráth’s Hungarian middlebrow detective fiction where the figure 
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of the detective is swapped from gritty masculine hero to Female Gentlemen, fash-

ioned after Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. The similarly eccentric Veron Dávid 
undertakes numerous (urban) journeys all over the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy 

to map out and eventually to transgress social norms that would circumscribe her 

position and limit her ability to act as a detective. Although not spelled out explicitly 

in the chapter, Baráth’s novels also tackle the affective and topographical experience 
of urban migrants, much like earlier chapters on Toni Morrison’s Jazz, Marjane 

Satrapi’s Persepolis, and Adichie’s Americanah.

Rather than being bound by mere thematic affinity, the editors opted to unveil 
more subtle connections between the individual chapters by arranging them into 

creatively envisioned larger blocks. These, in turn, reveal highly original engage-

ments with space and affect, responding to humanities’ need to make sense of cur-
rent issues and debates happening around mobility and migrancy. This volume will 

be a treasure trove for academics, post- and undergraduate students on the prowl 

for cutting-edge considerations of the affective potentials of space and place as rep-

resented in cultural products. On another level, the volume also contributes to area 

studies in a significant way: researchers working on the cultural constructions 
of East-Central Europe should be able to find ample material discussing pre- and 
post-1989 Hungarian cultural products, interpretations of which are scantly avail-
able in English. Finally, to reiterate my initial enthusiasm, the volume may also 

be read as a collection of semi-theoretical engagements with space, affect, and mobil-
ity — and in this sense, a unique intervention into contemporary cultural discourses.
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Affect has always been central to African American representation. Blacks contin-

ually contend with assaults on their humanity and the centrality of affects towards 
reifying it. According to Palmer, “Black affective responses are only legible as signs 
of pathology, further reifying blackness as sub-humanity as a sign of both excess 
and lack” (31). The transatlantic slavery and the gruelling existence on the plan-

tations elicited profound sorrow from the enslaved. Thus, the sorrow that found 
release in the sorrow songs into which Blacks poured their pains and hopes for 
freedom was the first assertion of Black people’s humanity in the face of dehuman-

isation. As slavery gave way to emancipation, racial oppression morphed from 

physical enslavement to political and psychological subjugation. The result of this 
is generations of African American writings that centralise the pathos of Blackness. 
These writings exist in stark contrast to the minstrel tradition wherein Blacks are 
derisively portrayed as clowns whose expressions of happiness are synonymous 
with low intelligence.

Such portrayals made Blacks even more sensitive to the implications of Black 
affects in racial politics. Thus, when Zora Neale Hurston emerged during 
the Harlem Renaissance with an insistence on affirming Black humanity by refuting 
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the conflation of Blackness with sorrow, it roused the opprobrium of leading fig-

ures of the Renaissance such as Richard Wright who likened her to the minstrels 
offering up Blacks for mockery to whites, positing that “her dialogue manages 
to catch the psychological movements of the Negro folk-mind in their pure sim-

plicity” (25). Her works were deemed apolitical and counterproductive to the rep-

resentation of the humanity of Blacks. For this, she was not as celebrated as her 
male counterparts, and she lay in an unmarked grave for decades until she was 
rescued from Alice Walker from ignominy. In the years following the redemption 
of Hurston, the theorisation of Black affects and representation has become more 
nuanced. Hurston’s insistence on portraying Southern Blacks as joyful, far from 
being seen as naïve, is now being interrogated as political sophistication. The emer-
gence of Afrofuturism and similar theories prove that affirming Black humanity 
does not necessarily have to be sorrowful. 

Lindsey Stewart’s The Politics of Black Joy is a very timely offering that interrogates 
the concept of Black joy as the key to Hurston’s aesthetic of refusal. Therefore, this study 
aims to critically examine Stewart’s theorisation of Black Joy based on Hurston’s essays, 
which she intersects with the coeval in Beyoncé’s visual album Lemonade.

CritiCal reCeption of lindsey stewart’s The PoliTics of Black Joy

Although PBJ has received minimal critical reception, it is imperative to fore-

ground the critical reception of Stewart’s PBJ towards highlighting the politics 

of joy in the African American context. According to Leslie D. Rose, Stewart states 
that “it’s been hard to gauge the reception” of her book. The major critical works 
on Stewart’s work are the review by Deborah G. Plant and Randal Maurice Jelks’ 

“Joy of the Black South: Zora Neale Hurston and the Politics of Black Joy — A Review 
Essay.” Others, like Stephen Pasqualina and John Protevi (who argue that neo-abo-

litionism cannot be completely off the table), are synoptic mentions of Stewart’s work. 
Plant summarises Stewart’s work and notes that it elevates “credible knowledge and 
philosophy of southern blacks to the arena of public debate and discourse” (411) and 
extends the scholarship about “Hurston’s Political thought beyond … the Harlem 
Renaissance era” (412). Plant describes Stewart’s effort at reading Hurston’s “politi-
cal vision as a remarkable feat” (412) and considers the inquiry “an invocation” (412). 
Plant’s approbation is not surprising, bearing in mind that Stewart appropriates 
some of Plant’s feminist work on individual expression in African American folk 
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ethos. This prioritises African American culture as a source of theoretical inquiry 
into racism and gender expression in the US.

Jelks analyses Hurston’s commitment to the South, acknowledging that “Black 
people were symbiotic to the region … the place where Black joy was fearlessly 
exercised” (92). He states that Stewart’s work turns to Hurston because her insist-
ence on southern joy “is disruptive” (96). Jelks posits that Stewarts sees the “real 
power of Black southern community” (97) in root work that fosters internal self-
love and self-regard. Jelks states that Stewart’s arguments are “absolutely correct, 
Black people have every right to ‘refuse’ engaging with governmental and corpo-

rate media outlets in ways that steal their joy and make them objects of pity” (98). 
However, Jelks differs from Stewart’s approach of the “either-or” approach to resist-
ance as simply “seeking recognition from the dominant society” (98) and insists that 
the inward journey is not in “opposition to structural realities” (98). Jelks conflates 
refusing and resisting which I agree with. Refusing passively like John de Conquer 
is an act of passive resistance that Stewart insistently considers refusing. Jelks con-

cludes that Stewart’s work is a reminder that Black Americans still have profound 
work at hand “in refashioning our own narratives communally and individually” 
(99) to ensure joy and freedom.

These two reviews show approbation and in-betweenness that favour joy and 
freedom. This means portraying racism can be politicised for personal goals 
that may undermine or empower Blacks, especially from the gender perspective. 
Therefore, race, place, and womanhood are connected in appropriating Black joy, 
although this does not mean that Black joy cannot drive racial freedom. There 
is a need for liminality, hybridity, or syncretism, which accommodates the two 

sides of the spectrum: the Black tragedy and Black joy, an approach favoured 
by the African American ethos. 

BlaCk Joy and its tenets

Stewart’s theorisation of Black Joy in PBJ connects race (mainly the White-

Black taxonomy), place (the North-South division), and womanhood, which exca-

vates the gendering of narratives to relegate women and render them victims. 

In the introduction to PBJ, Stewart reveals that the South has always been asso-

ciated with Black tragedy in the “national imaginary” (2) of the United States 
of America (USA) and reifies the argument of place in terms of regionising racism 
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as a Southern phenomenon. The South as a paradoxical place is simultaneously 
rendered as a space of Black tragedy or enchantment. The enchantment is con-

ceived as negative too because of the infantilisation of pleasure but Stewart asserts 

that Black tragedy does not capture the whole story of the South which the northern 
liberals and their abolitionist compatriots usually focalise. She recounts her child-

hood that is “sewn with scenes of Black joy” (3) and asserts that many of the Black 
southern everyday lives do “not revolve around white folks” (3). She complains 
about the misappropriation of Black joy as enchantment to justify slavery and points 
out that this occludes the critical power of Black joy in the South.

Stewart also explicates the contradictory representations of the Black South 
as a Black enchantment that separates it from its tragic status in emancipatory pol-
itics and connects these paradoxes to the critical reception of Beyoncé’s aesthet-
ics in Lemonade. She accentuates the reluctance of many to connect Black southern 
culture “with Black emancipatory politics in the public sphere” (4) and connects 
it to the tensions in “the academic recovery of Zora Neale Hurston’s work” (5). 
Despite the contestations, Stewart explores Hurston’s fiction, like Their Eyes Were 

Watching God, as valorising intra-racial gender politics that accentuates Black wom-

anhood and contradicts the masculinist Black nationalist agenda of Black tragedy 
and sorrow. She explains that Hurston and Beyoncé create a Southern Black aes-
thetic of joy and affect in the public sphere. This reifies the nexus between Their 

Eyes Were Watching God and Lemonade.

Stewarts traces the “political devaluation of southern Black joy” to the aboli-
tionist movement that weaponises the tragedy of slavery for political gains. Albeit 

the wariness of the misuse of Black joy, she contends that this should not be an excuse 
to confine Black southern stories to “racial sorrow” (6). She focalises place in the argu-

ment of Black joy and Black tragedy by revealing how abolitionists accentuate white 
supremacy through northern, white political intervention as the only source of south-

ern emancipation. Thus, there is a rivalry between the Southern and Northern 
writers premised essentially on whether to represent Black southern life as tragic 
or joyous. She asserts that this is the politicisation of representing Black southern 
life in the public sphere which necessitates the “politics of joy” (7) as a response.

Beyoncé’s Lemonade provides Stewart with a contemporary premise for 

examining Hurston’s debates and arguments about Black joy. Stewart analyses 
the sub-textual theme of Beyoncé’s “Sorry” as America’s betrayal and posits that 
the response to it is “southern Black Joy” (27) as reified by Beyoncé’s “enthronement” 
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at the Destrehan plantation and apathetic indifference. She views Beyoncé’s joyous 
bus ride as her participation in root work. Hence, there is a nexus between southern 
Black joy and the politics of indifference which Stewart focalises in Beyoncé’s Lemonade.

In Chapter 1, Stewart starts with an epigraph extracted from Hurston’s essay 
“Art and Such” to accentuate Hurston’s complaint about the pressure for “African 
American artists to only represent Black tragedy” (29) rather than Black joy. She 
states that Hurston criticises this leaning in Richard Wright’s Uncle Tom’s Children. 

Significantly, Stewart opines that Wright’s tragic portrayal is symptomatic of regional 
dynamics and gendered undertones, which signify the nexus between race, place, 
and gender (womanhood). Wright’s plot satisfies Black male readers; gender, females 
as victims, and northern neo-abolitionists (place). Stewart argues that Hurston’s priv-

ileging of broad Black southern life contradicts her contemporaries’ expectations and 
complicates her racial politics. Hurston privileges intra-racial politics that Black joy 
manifests to correct the erasure of Black women in important spaces. Stewart asserts 
that Hurston’s interventions elucidate the masculinist inter-racial politics of Black 
liberation movements (Black men against white men) over intra-racial “concerns 
of gender and class” (32) which characterise womanhood. Their Eyes Were Watching 

God characterises “self-fulfilment, love, and happiness” (32) in Janie’s search for Black 
joy in her marriages to subvert intra-racial, patriarchal oppression.

Furthermore, in Hurston’s depiction of Black joy in her works, she foregrounds 
individual expression and Stewart cites Deborah Plant to substantiate her argument. 
Plant traces this individual expression to African American folk ethos and Stewart 
connects it to the individuality of creative expression to reify Black joy as against 
the sorrow paradigm. Stewart further states that the Black joy represented in Their 

Eyes Were Watching God is Hurston’s acts of refusal of “southern interracial strife” (33) 
and dominant racism and sexism. Stewart conceptualises Black joy as acts of refus-
als that subvert resistance and recognition of racial domination and neo-abolition-

ist interventions. Root work also contributes to the aesthetic of Black joy through 
the “African American folklore and cultural traditions” (34) and Stewart employs 
Wright’s John Henry as a trope of resistance that privileges inter-racial and neo-abo-

litionist impulse and this contradicts Hurston’s depiction of John de Conquer who 
metaphorises refusals in the South through laughter/evasion and the glorifying of self. 

Black joy, thus, favours indifference to interracial conflicts. In subverting racism 
as restricted to the South (or a place), Hurston in “My Most Humiliating Jim Crow 
Experience” contends that racism is national /global to undermine the hypocrisy 
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of the northern liberals that regionise racism. Consequently, Stewart argues that 
Hurston’s politics of Black joy in the public space prompts refusals to show the limi-
tation of resistance to an “intransigent” (39) racism and de-centres racism by shifting 
attention to “other aspects of southern Black life” (42) to counter neo-abolitionism 
and white supremacy. The southern space (place) offers more modes of subverting 
racism than the north.

BlaCk Joy as suBverting neo-aBolitionist Mandates

Stewarts notes the setting of Beyoncé’s Lemonade in different plantations, the absence 
of whites and the deployment of Black joy through “ancestral communion, feasts, 
and dancing” (45) which shows the essence of “place” in Black joy aesthetics and 
the de-centring of racism in Black spaces to privilege intra-racial relations, espe-

cially through root work. In Chapter 2, Stewart explicitly conceptualises neo-
abolitionism as post-Civil War adherence to representations of Blacks “in terms 
of tragedy and pity” (47) which Black joy significantly undermines through 
Hurston’s interventions in essays like “Spirituals and Neo-Spirituals,” “Art and 
Such,” and “The Sanctified Church.” However, Stewart focalises Hurston’s cri-
tique of W. E. B. Du Bois’ neo-abolitionist impulse in designating Negro spiritu-

als “sorrow songs.” Hurston deploys Black joy to contest Du Bois’ representations 
of southern Black life as sorrowful in The Souls of Black Folk (1903). Region, gen-

der, and class connect Blacks and abolitionists in the north seeking to Christianise 
the South, especially in Du Bois’ “Of the Coming of John” another chapter in SBF. 

Stewart analyses Black John as representing the abolitionist agenda of Black sorrow 
as against the ab initio happy Black John of the South. She explicates the connection 
between region and masculinity: Du Bois presents the North as masculine while 

the South is childish because of its exuberance and vivaciousness. The corollary 
is Du Bois’ disavowal of Black joy for the political Black tragedy of Black John which 
Stewart compares to the masculine underpinnings of Frederick Douglas’s narrative.

Stewart interrogates Du Bois’ Hegelian dialectic conception of African American 
religion which follows “the transition from ‘voodooism’ (thesis) to Christianity 
(anti-thesis) to abolitionism (synthesis)” (55) and reveals Du Bois’ manipulation 
of the dialectics to favour neo-abolitionism. Furthermore, Du Bois characterises 
the South as feminine while the North signifies masculinity because of its penchant 
for violence and resistance which connects class to gender in terms of regional 
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disappointment and inter-racial strife. Stewart also contends that Du Bois employs 

the “sorrow songs” to “authenticate … the inner lives of Black folks” (60) which 
originates from Douglas. Stewart states that Du Bois’s racial politics exclude Black 
joy from Negro spirituals, especially secular ones, and derogate root-work practices 
such as shouting. Such acts are perceived as the political dimensions of neo-abo-

litionism. She further argues that Hurston deploys her essay “Spirituals and Neo-

Spirituals” to mobilise elements of Black song-making “as resources for refusing 
assimilation” (65) and to refuse neo-abolitionist mandates of negatively represent-
ing Black southern life and culture.

the Methods of BlaCk Joy

Stewart opines that Beyoncé’s song “6 Inch” in Lemonade employs the blues 

woman tradition that is immersed in root work and reads the song as a perfor-
mance of dissemblance that Black women wield in the public sphere. In Chapter 
3, Hurston expounds on the methodologies of deploying Black joy and explores 
them in Hurston’s Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo” (1981) and “How 
it Feels to be Colored Me.” Stewart traces the method of ethnographic refusal 
to Hurston’s interaction with ex-slave Kossola (Cudjo Lewis) at Barracoon and con-

nects it with Hurston’s “ethnographic refusals of personal racial tragedy” (71) 
in “How it Feels to be Colored Me” to foreground Black joy as an approach to under-
mine the abolitionist discourse of rendering African American as an “object of pity.” 
Appropriating Audra Simpson’s ethnographic refusal in Mohawk Interruptus, Stewart 

argues that Hurston learned the method of ethnographic refusals from her African 

American respondents to her anthropological work which she documented in her 
works like Barracoon, Mules and Men, and Dust Tracks on a Road, her autobiography.

Stewart conceptualises two forms of ethnographic refusals in Barracoon. The first 
is discursive refusals which include refusal to alter Kossola’s dialect, silences about 
salient issues relating to root work and subtly remaking the South into “a site of joy 
and pleasure” (78) by referencing Black southern food like watermelon. The second 
ethnographic refusal is Kossola’s narrative refusal which influence Hurston’s refusal 
of the neo-abolitionist depiction of Black tragedy. Kossola reveals to Hurston the var-
ious dimensions of intra-racial betrayal from his sale to white slave traders by fel-

low Africans to the African American treatment of the Clotilda survivors as savages. 

Stewarts avers that Kossola performs disaffiliation with the state as an act of refusal 
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of the state’s sovereignty and that Hurston may have learned emotional sovereignty 
(the premise of Black joy) from Kossola’s refusals and she translates this to “lit-
erary sovereignty” (84) and refusing the meaning of neo-abolitionist conceptual-
isation of Blackness.

Stewart contends that in Hurston’s “How it Feels to be Colored Me,” there are 
four categories of refusals that can be traced to Hurston’s Black joy praxis. The first 
is her rejection of Du Bois’s notion of Blackness — especially as rooted in double 
consciousness — and her metaphorisation of race as an accidental feature. The sec-

ond is the “ joyful tendencies” of Hurston’s childhood in the South which contracts 
Du Bois’ racialisation of his childhood and valorises Hurston’s “self-consciousness” 
(91). The third is the repudiation of the pity and pain of slavery and then the fourth 
is the jazz club scene that excites her womanhood.

the praxis of root work in BlaCk Joy

Stewart contends that Hurston accentuates root work as a cardinal part of Black 
joy. Using Beyoncé’s Formation, Stewart posits that Beyoncé prioritises satisfy-

ing the interiority of the self for self-satisfaction and “focuses on how we relate 

to ourselves” (95), one of the tenets of Black joy. Root work, according to Stewart, 
exhibits Black Joy by “privileging self-determination” (97) or winning within 
over resistance which equates to ethnographic thinness. Stewart juxtaposes 
Hurston’s “The Sanctified Church” to Du Bois’s “Of the Faith of the Fathers” 
and notes Hurston’s celebration of root-work practices in the Sanctified Church 
while Du Bois bemoans them. Root-work praxis — such as the ring shout, voodoo-

ism, and spirit possession — stimulates the development of an independent Black 
self and differentiates the Black southern church from their white-assimilationist 
New England counterparts. She argues that Black joy provides alternative modes 
of agency that obliterate the single story of white domination and Black tragedy.

In Hurston’s “High John de Conquer,” Stewart examines diverse hoodoo prac-

tices such as conjure, “ancestor reverence and the creation of mojo bags” (103) and 
their overlapping intersection of the past (the dead) and the present (the living). Root 

work centralises what one does with oneself after abolition and is emblematic of blend-

ing among Black women. Stewart analyses root work in Toni Morrison’s Beloved 

(1987) and evinces two functions of the practice: root work serves as alternative val-
ues to the dominant culture and suggests Black emancipation as transcending only 
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resistance. Stewart contends that John de Conquer symbolises the “winning within” 
paradigm, “the struggle to define ourselves” (114), an African American folktale 
and this stimulates Black joy. Stewart also opines that Black Joy offers alternative 
forms of reading narratives as she dissects “High John de Conquer” as “a meta-hoo-

doo tale” (114) that reflects Hurston’s personal life and racial politics of conjuring.

BlaCk Joy and Covid-19

Stewart avers that COVID-19 has revealed brazen gender disparities and neo-

abolitionist impulses in depicting African Americans in the US media. Such 

tendencies entail the emphasising of Black New Orleans and the re-inscribing 
of Hurricane Katrina as well as the representation of the South as backward dur-
ing the COVID-19 pandemic. These portrayals politicise racism and seek to under-
mine Black joy, especially in the public sphere. Stewart asserts that deploying 
Hurricane Katrina during the COVID era and derogating Mardi Gras, a Black 
southern cultural event, mobilises images of Black suffering that foregrounds 
neo-abolitionist legacies in the US national imaginary. Hence, Black joy extends 
Blackness beyond the dominant tragic frames to joyful tendencies that foster heal-
ing in a COVID era which subverts neo-abolitionist politics of Black tragedy that 
seeks white recognition.

In conclusion, Stewart traces the negativities that are symptomatic of black-

ness to abolitionism and neo-abolitionism and employs Hurston’s works to evince 
Black joy as an alternative mode of agency for rendering Blackness in the public 
sphere. She believes the politicisation of joy and the contestation between Black 
joy and Black tragedy persist in the public sphere. Hence, racism is a national phe-

nomenon that neo-abolitionists tend to regionise to the South to valorise gendered 

narratives of Black victimhood, especially Black women. While Stewart focuses 
mainly on Hurston’s essays in examining Black joy and its contestation of repre-

senting Blackness in the US, this study extends the argument of Black joy by inter-
rogating Black joy in Hurston’s fiction.
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Thanks to the book by Janka Kascakova and David Levente Palatinus, the vast 

landscape of Tolkien studies is enriched with a new territory. It adds the new 

dimension of three Central European countries, namely Hungary, the Czech 

Republic, and Slovakia, to the exploration, detailing their efforts in translating, 
reading, and interpreting the works of the creator of Middle-earth. The volume 

entitled J. R. R. Tolkien in Central Europe offers a diachronic and synchronic map-

ping of the reception of Tolkien’s works by academics, readers, and fandom under 

the communist regime and in the post-communist times up to the present day. 

The nuanced differences in the reception of Tolkien’s oeuvre in these various coun-

tries become even more transparent against the backdrop of a rather unified histor-
ical-political background of the past and the similarly unified cultural background 
of the present, characterised by its globalised transmediality, hybridity, and its 

globalised audiences. 

Kasciakova’s and Palatinus’s Introduction provides us with a theoreticised 

interpretation of the aims of articles contained in the volume. The authors present 

the numerous criteria along which the papers offer their diachronic survey of Tolkien 
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reception in Central Europe as well as the phenomena which define the multi-
media hybridity with its reciprocal impacts of the present day. They claim that 

Tolkien studies were somewhat delayed due to a persevering mistrust in the genre 

of fantasy, resulting in a lack of systematic mapping of the origins and progress 

of Tolkien scholarship in Hungary and the countries of the former Czechoslovakia. 

Thus, the present volume intends to fill this need. The material of the volume 
is grouped into three main sections: the first focuses on the reception and transla-

tions of Tolkien in Hungary, the second contains the articles dealing with the Czech 

and Slovak scenes, and the third, entitled “Studying Fantasy after Tolkien: Legacies 

and Contemporary perspective,” contains papers about perceptions of Tolkien 

by the younger generations, along with fantasy literature in multimedia. 

In the first section, Gergely Nagy offers a highly detailed overview of Tolkien 
scholarship in Hungary from its inception to the present day. His first article covers 
the period up until the twenty-first century, while the second delves into the contem-

porary scene. Tolkien’s introduction to Hungarian readers did not occur through 

samizdat manuscripts, as in Russia or other countries of the communist bloc, but 

rather began as early as 1975, with the publication of The Hobbit. As Nagy argues, 

Tolkien “was not seen as subversive, but he was not fully approved or appreciated 

either” (13), and initially faced criticism not for practicing a marginal genre but for 

being perceived as outmoded and too conservative. 

Nagy describes the first translations, which paved the way for scholarly work, 
and continues by enumerating a plethora of criticisms levied against Tolkien. These 

critiques, for a time, maintained a slightly defamatory tone, with such delicacies 

of misinterpretation as Ferenc Mezõ’s review, which characterised The Hobbit 

as “the spot-on satirical representation of the American way of life” (17) and simi-

larly portrayed The Silmarillion. 

The author proceeds to discuss the challenges of defining the genre 
of Tolkien’s works during these early years, illustrating how Tolkien was initially 

connected to the science fiction scenery, with fantasy seen as a sub-genre of it. There 
were also struggles to position Tolkien’s works regarding the dichotomy between 

children’s literature and adult fairy tales.  

Clear-cut academic articles began to appear only sporadically before the 1990s, 

a period that Nagy identifies as marking a new beginning in the Hungarian Tolkien 
reception. This era saw a surge in various platforms where Tolkien was discussed, 

disseminated, and enjoyed, including clubs, new publishing companies, role-playing 
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games. Importantly, this period also witnessed a new wave of publishing previously 

unknown works by the author, such as the Unfinished Tales. And, undoubtedly, this 

is the moment when the Peter Jackson film adaptations enhance the rising of a new 
fandom, in Hungary as in the other parts of the world. 

Nagy argues that, while the first translations were brilliantly made, they con-

tained less fortunate renderings of the proper names, leading to an eclecticism that 

necessitated urgent retranslation and standardisation of the Tolkienesque terminol-

ogy, especially proper names. This need was addressed in the twenty-first century, 
which Nagy defines as the period of expansion in both popular fandom and sound, 
systematic, and academically based work on Tolkien. 

The Hungarian Tolkien Society, founded in this period, played a pivotal role 

in promoting both popular and scholarly engagement with Tolkien’s works. They 

facilitated new translations, including the History of Middle-earth series, and contrib-

uted to the solidification and expansion of Tolkien criticism, with such great achieve-

ments as Tamás Bényei’s survey Az ártatlan ország, situating Tolkien into the context 

of post-1945 English novel and thus contributing also to the canonisation of Tolkien 

for the Hungarian readership as well. The Society was instrumental in cultivating 

a new readership and fandom through events such as summer camps and other social 

occasions which enjoyed a growing popularity, while also infiltrating Tolkien stud-

ies into university education, thereby paving the way for young Hungarian schol-

ars to engage in international academic discourse on Tolkien. 

After discussing the Hungarian scene, the reader is introduced to the Tolkien 

reception in Czechoslovakia and its successor states. Janka Kascakova’s study pro-

vides insight into the phases of encountering Tolkien in socialist Czechoslovakia. 

Kascakova informs us that this period was characterised by a scarcity of material 

due to the communist regime’s reaction to a Western author deemed problematic 

for several reasons. Following a detailed overview of the historical context, which 

might serve as an introduction into the political-ideological background of these 

years for the subsequent essays on the Slovak and Czech cases, we learn about 

the initial positive criticism from Viktor Krupa. Krupa acknowledged the merits 

of Tolkien’s work, introducing him to Czech readership through partial translations 

of The Lord of the Rings. However, the full translation was postponed due to the hard-

ening of censorship following the suppression of the “Prague Spring.” The first edi-
tion of the work in Slovak language occurred in the early 2000s.



TOLKIEN BEHIND THE IRON CURTAIN AND BEYOND

283

 Among the ideological objections, there was a persistent notion on the part 

of communist censors that Tolkien intentionally positioned the realm of the evil, 

Mordor, to the East, alluding thus to the Stalinist regime. There were also fears 

that Saruman’s ill-treatment of the Shire could be paralleled with the collectiv-

isation of lands under the communists. Additionally, Tolkien’s Catholicism was 

feared as an incitement to religiosity, seen as a threat to the system. Consequently, 

Tolkien’s works were read and disseminated as samizdat. Kascakova recounts 

the case when Vaclav Havel, later prime minister, was advised to read The Lord 

of the Rings upon leaving prison in 1983. Although many testimonies are lost, surviv-

ing ones testify to the enthusiasm and encouragement these texts provided to clan-

destine readers in communist Czechoslovakia. 

The following studies by Tereza Dĕdinová and the joint article by Jozefa 
Pevčiková and Eva Urbanová offer surveys of the Czech and Slovak receptions after 
the 1990s. Dĕdinová explores the shifts in Tolkien’s reception after the communist 
era, particularly focusing on how new generations encountered Jackson’s adaptations 

before reading the texts themselves, if at all. These generations were indoctrinated 

into new cultural sensitivities as gender issues, otherness, and environmentalism.

The shift in reception practices is highlighted by first presenting the beginnings, 
thus the efforts of the communist reviews to interpret The Hobbit as anti-capital-

ist propaganda which obviously failed: during the “Prague Spring” days leaflets 
with the inscription “Gandalf na Hrad” (meaning Gandalf for president) attest 

to the clandestine interpretation of the masses and to the encouragement they drew 

from the work in their fight for freedom and a righteous social and political order. 
The same attitude is reflected in the reviews of the 1990s, when the country freshly 
found its independence from communist totalitarianism. Such themes as freedom, 

personal responsibility, moral choices, hope, and the necessity to stop evil were 

the ones which resonated with the reader. 

Dĕdinová highlights the emergence of numerous fandom clubs and fanzines, 
and the appearance of other products of fantasy literature, with The Lord of the Rings 

standing out as a narrative that resonates deeply with contemporary societal issues. 

The emergence of the digital era and the widespread popularity of Jackson’s adap-

tations have altered the landscape of reception. The article raises the question 

of whether contemporary audiences delve into the profound meaning embedded 

within the text or merely scratch the surface. To address this, a questionnaire sur-

vey was conducted to glean insights. The findings seem to confirm the hypothesis 



ZSUZSANNA PÉRI-NAGY

284

that while the digital age may impact reading habits, with some perceiving Middle-

earth as merely superficial entertainment, there remains a significant cohort cap-

tivated by the inner artistic coherence and relevance of Tolkien’s works. Reading 

about themes such as friendship, courage, resilience against evil, self-sacrifice, and 
hope evokes a profound sense of inspiration, encouragement, and a peculiar yet 

enriching feeling of “coming home.” 

 Pevčiková and Urbanová’s article, titled “Tolkien in the Slovak Press: Situation 
after 1990,” examines Tolkien’s reception in scholarly magazines, fanzines, and 

in the daily press, as well as internet magazine portals. Following a delayed 

translation of The Hobbit (the first translation was published in 1973, in the year 
of Tolkien’s death, and the complete translation of The Lord of the Rings came out 

only in 2002), a proliferation of reviews and articles followed, primarily focusing 

on critiques of the translations themselves, in both academic and popular circles.

Regarding criticism of Tolkien himself, surprisingly, it was the popular media, 

such as Fantázia and Athelas, along with other internet magazines, some even with 

a confessional profile, that aired their views on the works, while academic cir-

cles remained silent. The authors argue that this silence was partly due to diffi-

culties in categorising the genre itself: either showing disinterest or harbouring 

a deep mistrust in the literary quality of speculative genres. This led to repeated 

attempts to redefine the genre of Tolkien’s works as a “fairy-tale heroic epic” (106) 
or as “modern heroic fantasy literature” (107). Particularly noteworthy are cases 

of over-interpretation, such as allegorical readings linking the work to WWII, and 

even to “anthrax,” the “aviation apocalypse,” or to genetic research on aggres-

sion (107). Jozef Bobok’s criticism of The Lord of the Rings as kitsch due to its escap-

ism is also striking.

The Slovak reception by Tolkien-favouring scholarly circles is also peculiar 

as it focused on the biographical aspect of the Tolkien phenomenon and tried to gain 

acceptance for him by emphasising not only his academic achievements but also his 

Catholicism. It is not surprising, then, as the authors demonstrate, that the most vehe-

ment campaign to ensure Tolkien a positive appreciation was conducted in Catholic 

academic periodicals such as Impulz (A Review Magazine for Modern Catholic Culture). 

These were the platforms where the comparison of Harry Potter with The Hobbit 

took place, to the detriment of the former, with Tolkien receiving higher praise. 

The article concludes by mapping the fandom with fan fiction, fan art, fan vids, and 
fan music, along with organising social events such as summer camps, etc. It also 
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demonstrates how the competition between non-professional magazines and aca-

demic publications is neutralised by the presence of “aca-fandom,” a term denot-

ing academics who are also fans of popular cultural aspects of the Tolkien universe.

Finally, the last paper of the second section by Jela Kehoe offers a survey 
of the problems and challenges of translating The Hobbit. The author compares two 

translations, one by Viktor Krupa in 1973 and the other by Otakar Koŕínek from 
2002, placing them into the context of the Czech translations of both The Hobbit and 

The Lord of the Rings. These translations could be equally read by the Slovak reader-

ship and therefore had an undeniable impact on both translators and the audience. 

Kehoe focuses her analysis on the “knots” or challenges that translators face due 

to culture-specific phenomena, which manifest in translating proper names of per-
sons and beings, inanimate objects, or place names. Finding acceptable solutions 

is essential in forming a consistent nomenclature that ensures a smooth and enjoy-

able reception of the works by several generations.

The author of the paper identifies another challenge faced by Slovak trans-
lators, namely, the richness of the original text and the relatively recent devel-

opment of the Slovak literary tradition. This challenge is evident in aspects such 

as lexis, grammar, and pronunciation, as well as in the efforts to render the speech 
of the different races by dialectal variants in Slovak or by using different registers 
of colloquial speech.

The last part of the volume bears the title “Studying Fantasy after Tolkien” 

and focuses on the reception of fantasy among teenagers and young adults. In one 

of the most intriguing papers from the volume, Martina Vránová explores young 

adult literature and fantastic fiction, examining how the two genres merge in young 
adult fantasy. The author begins by defining the terms of the genres, highlight-
ing the recent rise in popularity of young adult literature, which has become one 

of the most successful categories in book publishing, television, film, and com-

puter games since the early 2000s. Vránová draws on concepts from Jungian psy-

chology, cognitive narratology, and Foucault’s ideas on heterotopic places as she 

compares John Green’s realist young adult novel, Looking for Alaska, with Andrzej 

Sapkowski’s fantasy series, The Witcher, and Ransom Riggs’ Miss Peregrine series, 

which blends both genres into young adult fantasy. Despite their differences, all 
three works acknowledge their indebtedness to Tolkien and share essential similar-

ities that contribute to their continued appeal among adolescent audiences.
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Vránová refers to Jonathan Stephens’ five criteria for defining the characteris-
tics of Young Adult Literature (YAL), emphasising the inherent connection between 

YAL and fantasy. She writes, “The strong, indeed heroic, characters undergoing 

an ordeal in a fantastic world in order to emerge as changed individuals make 

up the most common themes of fantasy” (133), these are also prevalent in YAL. 

By applying Erik Erikson’s developmental psychology to the narrative patterns found 

in both YAL and fantasy, Vránová suggests that the challenges faced by charac-

ters in these stories mirror the challenges encountered by adolescents on their path 

toward adulthood. Thus, reading becomes a formative experience that aids readers 

in confronting the challenges of their own lives, while following a parallel path with 

the protagonists of traditional fantasy, acquiring mental, emotional, and moral mat-

uration. This is fostered by the shared underlying narrative structure of consecutive 

rites of passage: separation, initiation, and return. As Vránová puts it, “Resolving 

each of Erikson’s life crisis is a reenactment of the archetype of the self as a hero 

on a quest, which is particularly pronounced in the adolescence” (135).

Another essential dimension of this journey is the transition from isolation 

to social inclusion. Vránová draws on Thomas Pavel’s cognitive narratology 

to illustrate how fantasy fiction has the capacity to create worlds that are referen-

tial and mirror real-life experiences for readers. In doing so, Vránová incorporates 

Kripke’s theory on the construction of possible or alternative worlds, which explains 

how adolescents can benefit from fictional worlds by safely exploring different con-

structions of their own identities within them. Vránová also examines the function-

ing of elements such as travel, the archetypal figures of the Father and the Mentor, 
and the significance of Foucault’s heterotopia in this context. She concludes that 

“YAL, fantasy and their union in YA fantasy have taken up a role of the disappear-

ing cultural phenomenon of ritual, which is possibly one of the reasons for their 

immense marketing success” (147).

Nikolett Sipos presents the findings of a survey conducted with Hungarian stu-

dents from two universities regarding their preferences for Tolkien and his impact 

on fantasy literature. The survey, conducted online, is described by Sipos as offering 
an overview rather than being referential. It included both quantitative and qual-

itative criteria, seeking answers about students’ views on the fantasy genre in gen-

eral, their reading and media consumption habits related to fantasy fiction, and 
whether they believe Tolkien and other fantasy works should be included in univer-

sity curricula. The conclusions reveal that The Lord of the Rings maintains a preferred 
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position among narratives such as Harry Potter, The Witcher, Chronicles of Narnia, 

or Game of Thrones. Despite a preference for films over books among the majority, 
76% of respondents still read fantasy novels and support the inclusion of the genre 

in academic discourse.

Finally, David Levente Palatinus discusses the influence of transmediality 
on the reception and perception of fantasy. The article provides a detailed pic-

ture on how fantasy literature evolved into a mainstream cultural phenomenon 

in the multimedia universe. Palatinus begins with an impressive overview of how 

fantasy genres both shape and are shaped by the programming policies of vari-

ous platforms, ranging from traditional ones to streaming platforms and transme-

dia franchises. These platforms face constraints such as budgetary considerations, 

a perpetual pursuit of high production quality, and challenges posed by technolog-

ical innovations. Palatinus argues that these factors are of an ambiguous nature; 

while they offer a growing array of expressive possibilities, they can also hinder 
efforts to achieve greater artistic expressivity by prioritising technical brilliance 
at the expense of artistic quality.

Especially intriguing is Palatinus’s exploration of the impacts of hybridity 

on the reception of fantasy works and the shifting expectations of audiences regard-

ing adaptations. While fidelity to the original text was once the primary criterion for 
adaptations, recent developments prioritise relatability. Palatinus attributes this shift 

to the transmediatisation of fantasy works, which has intensified with the prolifera-

tion of franchises. According to Palatinus, “transmediality also implies one medium 

‘imprinting’ on the other, in the sense that transmedia narratives encode the spe-

cificities of the multiple media through which they proliferate” (167). Participatory 
audience engagement is further fuelled by social media platforms, fostering fan com-

munities that shape the content and form of fantasy, with streaming platforms play-

ing a facilitating role. Thus, a permanently oscillating reciprocal influence is created. 
This dynamic results in a continuous transformation of the fantasy genre, reaching 

new heights of global and multimedia popularity.

The volume explores new territory by studying Tolkien’s influence in three 
Central European countries, a topic previously overlooked. Their common his-

torical past caused similar challenges in the first decades of Tolkien reception 
in these countries, with local specificities in resisting the ideologically fuelled 
attempts of blocking the influences of the Tolkienesque oeuvre on a readership avid 

of the encouragement and hope it could offer. It also paints a multicoloured picture 
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of the reception of the Tolkien legacy in all its forms within a society and cultural 

context increasingly unified with the rest of the world due to globalisation. Thus, 
the book is a resourceful reading for scholars interested in Tolkien’s legacy behind 

the iron curtain and in the present states of the former communist bloc as well 

as for the common reader of general interest. The reading will further convince 

us of the validity of Dĕdinová’s assertion: “Tolkien’s Middle-earth’s inner consist-
ency and depth resist the flow of time and-like other classical works of literature-
keeps its autonomy and stays relevant for new generations” (75). 
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Salman Rushdie is one of the best-known contemporary authors, owing his repu-

tation not only to his literary prowess but to his simultaneously secretive yet highly 

publicised persona as well. He has lived his life under constant scrutiny from 

the public and literary scholars alike as evidenced by the many volumes written 

to dissect his life, works, and opinions. The new addition to Cambridge University 

Press’s Literature in Context series, Salman Rushdie in Context, succeeds in provid-

ing a new outlook on Rushdie as a person, as an author, and as a thinker thanks 

to the diverse array of scholars and topics it involves in the conversation.

In the Literature in Context series, each book focuses on one artist and exam-

ines their legacy and oeuvre from many perspectives. As Salman Rushdie in Context 

is part of this series, several of its practical characteristics originate from conven-

tions established by preceding books, but in many respects, it differentiates itself 
due to its subject matter and its editor’s decisions.

One of the most noteworthy aspects of the book, which is often a hallmark 

of the Literature in Context series, is its diversity. This diversity is manifold: Florian 

Stadtler, the editor, compiled a volume of essays penned by scholars from vari-

ous fields of study and foci from around the world. In the “List of Contributors,” 
every author received a short biography, mentioning their other projects and 
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writings, which not only showcases their expertise, but also serves as recommen-

dation for further reading. This is supported by the “Select Bibliography” chapter, 
as well as an “Index” at the very end of the volume, cataloguing recurring persons, 
themes, and motifs discussed in the essays. Both sections are useful tools for scholarly 

study, which results in a volume well-suited for students and researchers alike. Due 

to the lack of space, I am only able to discuss a few select chapters from the collection.  

Florian Stadtler, who is simultaneously the editor and a contributor of the work, 

is a renowned scholar of Postcolonial and Migration Studies. In his introductory essay, 

entitled “Rushdie’s Contexts — Contextualising Rushdie,” he establishes the primary 

goal of the volume as providing a reading of Rushdie that is as thorough and diverse 

as possible. However, what is important to note about the “Introduction” — which 
can even seem counterintuitive to the book’s objective — is its perhaps intentionally 
limited scope. Several essay collections in the Literature in Context series refrain 

from relying too much on the author’s biography at the beginning by adding a pre-

liminary chapter of Chronology, but in this volume, the foreword is mostly a very 

detailed history of the author’s life. While Florian Stadtler’s preface is highly accu-

rate to its title of “Contextualising Rushdie,” as a lead-in to the whole volume, it con-

tains little information regarding most sections of the work, and seems to favour Part 

I, which engages with biographical contexts. The question arises: if Salman Rushdie 

in Context considers Rushdie’s works from many different perspectives, why is this 
not reflected in its introduction? The answer might lie in Rushdie’s signature writing 
style and his tumultuous public perception. Rushdie’s books often showcase first-per-
son narration and rely on biographical details, which can muddy up the conver-

sation around the author’s real-life persona. The editor might have chosen to start 

the volume with an elaborate biography to establish the biographical truths that 

the following essays build upon.

The book is divided into five parts, each consisting of essays of different thematic 
blocks, including biographical, literary, historical-cultural, critical-theoretical, and 

aesthetic-receptive contexts. The work seems to favour historical-cultural analyses 

over others: there are in total thirteen essays in Part III: Historical and Cultural 

contexts, as opposed to the three essays of Part IV: Critical Theoretical Contexts. 

This inequality showcases that, rather than providing a general overview, the vol-

ume is more interested in a closer look on the particularities of Rushdie’s writings.

Part I: Life considers biographical approaches to Rushdie’s evaluation. This sec-

tion serves as a useful starting point to the volume by analysing Rushdie’s identity 
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as a thinker and writer through others’ and his own biographically inspired works. 

The first chapter, “Salman Rushdie, Biography, and Autobiography” by Pavan 
Kumar Malreddy, explores Rushdie’s representation and self-representation. 

Comparing an (auto)biography to a Bildungsroman, Malreddy analyses the fic-

tionality of both genres, thus emphasising (auto)biography’s consciously and uncon-

sciously thwarted truthfulness. This essay, by highlighting the controversial nature 

of objectivity, establishes an important cornerstone of scholarly analysis for all fol-

lowing writings in the volume, but especially for other biographically inclined arti-

cles, like Anshuman A. Mondal’s “Salman Rushdie and the Fatwa.”
Mondal’s insightful chapter considers the fatwa, which is a monumental part 

of Rushdie’s evaluation, from personal, religious, and societal perspectives. It aptly 

criticises the simplified assessment of the fatwa, while reminding readers about polit-
ical performativity on all sides of the conversation. It is important to note, as is stated 

in the “Addendum” of the volume, that Salman Rushdie in Context was in an advanced 

stage of production at the time of the 2022 attack; therefore, the event is not part 

of the contributors’ consideration, yet Mondal’s analysis does not lose any of its com-

plexity without this added context.

Ana Christina Mendes’ essay in Part II: Literary and Creative Contexts describes 

Rushdie’s diverse artistry, depicting his multimedia approach to storytelling. 

In “Salman Rushdie and Visual Art and Culture,” Mendes explores Rushdie’s use 
of visual narration, stating that “through the palimpsestic overlapping of trajectories 
and drawing on the visual to accentuate this imbrication of cultural multiplicities, 

the novel [The Moor’s Last Sigh] points towards understanding the Indian postcolo-

nial self as hybrid” (106). Mendes points out the way visual descriptions are used 
in The Moor’s Last Sigh as well as in other works by Rushdie, to emphasise the intri-

cacies of intermingling storylines, similarly to the layers of paint mixing and melt-

ing together on the canvas in the eponymous painting.

This chapter does not only provide a unique analytic perspective to Rushdie’s works, 

but also demonstrates another noteworthy characteristic of the essay collection: 

Mendes, as well as many other contributors to Salman Rushdie in Context, chose to focus 

on Rushdie’s lesser-known books or projects. Rushdie is mostly known for and even 

found his way into celebrity territory with Satanic Verses and its subsequent fallout. 

This naturally resulted in a boom in writings on the book’s reception and the fatwa, 

which, although important conversations, oversaturated scholarly study on Rushdie. 

This is yet another task for an essay collection on Salman Rushdie to tackle, and 
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due to the diverse writing cast, Salman Rushdie in Context succeeds in creating a vol-

ume that strives for a more holistic view of Rushdie’s oeuvre.

Part III of the book is devoted to the historical and cultural contexts 

of Rushdie’s work. “Scheherazade and Her Cousins: Rushdie’s Women Handcuffed 
to Contexts” by Feroza Jussawalla examines Rushdie’s archetypal female char-
acters and their inherent connection to storytelling. This essay demonstrates one 

of the greatest strengths of the volume, which is that its writings are in conversa-

tion with other considerations of Rushdie’s work. Scholarly analysis does not exist 

in a vacuum, and by quoting, reacting to, and reflecting on other feminist criticisms, 
Jussawalla’s essay is a balanced and layered approach to the subject matter. For stu-

dents of english literature, Jussawalla’s writing is a particularly noteworthy exam-

ple of incorporating other critics’ knowledge into one’s own work.

Many parts of the essay collection are useful guides to students of literature, 

and most representative of this are essays in Part IV: Critical Theoretical Contexts. 

The three chapters in this section all elaborate on common theoretical frameworks 

in which Rushdie’s interpreters place his narratives. In Harish Trivedi’s “Salman 
Rushdie and Postcolonialism,” staple figures and issues of the framework — Edward 
Said, Gayatri Spivak, mimicry, hybridity — are mentioned, granting easy access to stu-

dents who seek to learn more about the topic. Trivedi’s essay recalls the idea of rep-

resentation elaborated on by Malreddy in the first chapter, now examined through 
the lens of postcolonial studies. He astutely criticises the literary world’s imposed 

characterisation of Rushdie as the quintessential postcolonial writer, while sensitively 

addressing the topic of liminality and otherness both in Rushdie’s works and his life. 

Despite the complexity of the topic, Trivedi’s descriptive approach helps in under-

standing the essay for readers of all levels of knowledge, resulting in an engaging 

read. In addition, the inclusion of essays from all critical positions is yet another 

testament to the book’s diversity since several works do not (only) praise, but often 

problematise Rushdie as an author or thinker. 

In Part V: Reception, Criticism, and Adaptation, Ursula Kluwick examines 

Rushdie’s image as a postcolonial writer from the perspective of the literary market. 

In her essay, “Salman Rushdie’s Audiences, Reception, and the Literary Market,” 
she explores Rushdie’s works from a quantitative perspective with the help of sales fig-

ures and publishing records. The topic of representation once again comes up in this 

chapter, especially through the data gathered from reader reviews on websites 

including Amazon and Goodreads. Readers’ opinions show how the denominator 
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of a “(modern) classic” is allocated to Rushdie’s works, making a case for their inclu-

sion into modern canon, thus appearing as books that are “important to read.” 
Phrases like this can also be observed in both positive and negative reviews, in which 

Rushdie is either praised or criticised for the complexity of his language — with 
reviewers referencing it either as an intellectual exercise or as mere self-importance. 

These opinions bring up the question of accessibility, and whether its presence 

or lack thereof can positively influence the popularity of an author. The creation 
of an atmosphere of intellectual exclusivity, either in an affectionate or derogatory 
sense, seems to be an important contributing factor in Rushdie’s perception in both 

academic and non-academic circles.

As it can be deciphered from this short overview, there are some common themes 

in the essays of Salman Rushdie in Context, including reflections on postcolonialism, 
canonisation and self-canonisation, objectivity and subjectivity. The recurring top-

ics work to the book’s advantage by showcasing the varied methodology and writing 

styles of the contributing writers, thus truly providing an interdisciplinary experience. 

Salman Rushdie is a writer about whom much has been written over the years; how-

ever, this does not mean that there is no place in literary criticism for a work like this 

one. An author’s image continuously changes and evolves throughout their life and 

even after their death; therefore, the discourse around them does so as well — and 
this book, thanks to the work by its editor and contributors, showcases how we read 

and understand Rushdie in today’s day and age.
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Although he was not first to advocate the decriminalisation of same-sex desire, 
German lawyer and journalist Karl Heinrich Ulrichs (1825–1895) is often called 
the “first theorist” of the subject due to his neologism “urning” and the model 
of the “third-sex” for same-sex-attracted men. There has been some excellent 
work done regarding this crucial period in the history of sexuality, such as Ulrichs: 

The Life and Works of Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Pioneer of the Modern Gay Movement (1988) 
by Hubert Kennedy, Stepchildren of Nature: Krafft-Ebing, Psychiatry, and the Making 
of Sexual Identity (2000) by Harry Oosterhuis, Peripheral Desire: The German Discovery 

of Sex (2015) by Robert Deam Tobin, Vita Sexualis: Karl Ulrichs and the Origins of Sexual 

Science (2016) by Ralph M. Leck, and Violent Sensations: Sex, Crime and Utopia in Vienna 

and Berlin, 1860–1914 (2016) by Scott Spector, to name a few. Many scholars usu-
ally focus on prominent scandals and “elite writers” of the period and, as a result, 
little has been said about the grassroots of this modern gay movement in the nine-
teenth century. It is this lacuna in criticism that a new book Urning: Queer Identity 

in the German Nineteenth Century (2024) addresses based on indispensable primary 
sources published in The Correspondence of Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, 1846–1894 (2020) and 

Queer Voices in the Works of Richard von Krafft-Ebing, 1883–1901 (2023), both translated 
and edited by the author of the monograph under review here, Douglas Pretsell.

https://doi.org/10.53720/CPDP1791
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It has become almost customary to start a book like this one with notes on ter-
minology when writing about various nineteenth-century neologisms and their 
respective theories to avoid the troublesome anachronism in light of our contem-
porary understanding of gender and sexuality, often incomparable with pre-Stone-
wall sexology. As indicated by the title’s use of the German term “urning” instead 
of the english “uranian,” this monograph puts sexological terms back to their his-
torical context and builds the narrative from the ground up. This does not mean 
that Pretsell disregards or shies away from acknowledging and addressing domi-
neering terminology and criticism of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Also 
indicated by the title, the book makes use of the term “queer” in a genealogical and 
more expansive sense, and the introduction addresses foucault’s History of Sexuality 

head-on. evidently, prior criticism also had to face foucault one way or the other. 
for instance, Oosterhuis pointed out a problem in foucault’s narrative, namely, 
that the people behind the case studies of Krafft-ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis were 

not merely passive patients internalising the notions of Scientia sexualis. Tobin intel-
ligibly, though with somewhat undue modesty, tiptoed around foucault as if walk-
ing on eggshells, and Leck in the afterword to his monograph virtually attacked 
foucault, which was extremely thought-provoking but may have been done with 
dubious vehemence. Pretsell, on the other hand, by carefully contextualising both 
the ontological turn in the nineteenth century and foucault in the twentieth, ele-
gantly accommodates the french philosopher’s findings in his own introductory 
material. What follows is divided into two parts: the first is about Ulrichs’s active 
years until 1870, and the second discusses the newfound agency of the urning com-
munity between 1871 and 1897.

Chapter 1, “The first Urning: Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, 1825–1895,” offers a short 
biography of Ulrichs and details how his coinage “urning” came to be that was fol-
lowed by the development and expansion of his theory. The next chapter, “from 
Page to Personhood: The Transmission of Urningtum, 1864–1868,” gives an account 
of the grassroots responding to Ulrichs’s pamphlets. It is a simple and logical yet 
largely overlooked step in the narrative regarding the nineteenth-century history 
of sexuality: thanks to Ulrichs, there was an intense network in the making, and 
Pretsell provides three defining characteristics to the urning identity and a nine-
fold character typology of Urningtum, “the totality of the urning world” (33n*): 
the ordinary urning, the consummate Weibling, the discreet professional, the isolated 
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urning, the married man, the social cross-dresser, the ambient Mannling, the sol-
dier, and the blackmailer.

The third chapter, “Two Trials: Sensation, Horror, and the Urning in the Public 
Sphere, 1867–1870,” turns to two urnings who were the first, after Ulrichs, 
to identify themselves as such in public, although with troublesome public ram-
ifications, given their scandalous trials. Chapter 4, “Sins of the City: Karl Maria 
Kertbeny and the Social Cross-Dressers, 1865–1880,” focuses on Ulrichs’s pen pal 
(and competitor?), Károly Kertbeny, who coined the term “homosexual,” and corre-
spondents in London and Vienna who wrote to Ulrichs about cross-dressing in these 
large cities. The design of the chapter is clear: it is about men who did not receive 
Ulrichs’s ideas without reservations, given their own sense of gender and sexuality. 
The chapter, nevertheless, leaves a few things to be explained or desired. Kertbeny 
championing his masculinist approach and his notion of super-virile homosexual 
men socialises rather awkwardly with accounts of cross-dressing on page. Also, his 
role in the history of sexuality seems to be somewhat downplayed. A few more par-
agraphs would have been appreciated, comparing Ulrichs’s and Kertbeny’s strate-
gies in detail and outlining that the two most probably had different understandings 
of what was at stake when writing about same-sex desire in 1869. However, it is also 
clear by chapter 4 that Pretsell would not deliberately neglect a more detailed account 
of these questions if not by design, which suggests that it is only the purpose which 
the chapter serves in his narrative that did not allow him to elaborate further, and 
there are publications to come concerning the subject for which the readers should 
keep their eyes peeled.

Part 2 starts with the extraordinary story of Jakob Rudolf forster who stud-
ied under Ulrichs, took what he learned back to Switzerland, and tried to build 
an urning community in Zurich despite all adversities and adversaries. Then chapter 
6 revolves around the new classificatory science of sexualities in Psychopathia Sexualis 

by Richard von Krafft-ebing, the people behind the book’s case studies, and these 
urning men’s “agency in the psychiatric engagement” (116). Although this agency 
has been established in criticism with different words to the same effect, the analysis 
that enfolds here quantifies the weight of — what Pretsell calls — dissenting autobi-
ographies in shaping, if not almost redefining, Krafft-ebing’s views on same-sex-
attracted men over the many editions of his pivotal study. The chapter concludes 
that “[t]his was the result of a continuous campaign started by Ulrichs in 1864 and 
extended by his followers to 1892” (133), which might suggest to some readers that 
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it was Ulrichs who set the wheels in motion, although it might be safer to say that 
he oiled the wheels.

The next chapter, “Belling the Cat,” changes the standard narrative about 
the Berlin police which is thought to have miraculously reformed itself against 
blackmailers vis-à-vis urning men between 1878 and 1897. The chapter argues that 
it was the campaign tactic and police liaison of Adolf Glaser, a secretive and elusive 
figure of the archives, that changed the game. Chapter 8 discusses another exam-
ple for the transnational promulgation of Ulrichs’s ideas, and focuses on english 
poet and literary critic John Addington Symonds and his struggles with reconcil-
ing his sources (Plato, Whitman, and Ulrichs) so that he can arrive at a sex-positive 
view of his sexuality. The concluding remarks of the monograph close its narra-
tive with the end of the urning age when, in 1897, Magnus Hirschfeld’s Scientific-
Humanitarian Committee was founded on largely masculinist ideas.

It would not do justice to Urning if it were called another “welcome addition” 
to literature about Ulrichs and the history of sexuality. especially since, despite 
that there has been rather extensive criticism about the subject, the monograph 
takes the risk of presenting a narrative that might seem introductory at first sight. 
But this risk pays off especially well and serves the purpose of the book, which has 
much to offer for both novice and more advanced readers about the nineteenth-
century history of same-sex desire. The former will enjoy the intelligibility and ease 
with which the monograph builds its narrative from the ground up, despite the puz-
zling complexity of the subject matter at hand, based on its carefully selected, eval-
uated, and analysed primary sources. And the latter will definitely learn a lot about 
the largely overlooked grassroots of this modern gay movement in the nineteenth 
century, and chapters 5 and 7 in particular will colour this picture of the period 
for them with nuanced and riveting stories that changed the game. I am absolutely 
positive that Douglas Pretsell’s Urning: Queer Identity in the German Nineteenth Century 

is a must-have in libraries and university syllabi on the history of sexuality, and that 
this monograph will be a cornerstone in criticism about same-sex desire in the nine-
teenth century for many years to come.
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Abstract: This study examines the contribution of Sarah Pierpont Edwards and Sarah Osborn 

to the Great Awakening, a religious spiritual awakening, which happened in the Colonies 

in the eighteenth century. Sarah Pierpont Edward’s name was overshadowed by that of his hus-

band, who was a representative theologian during the First Great Awakening period. The second 

subject of this study, Sarah Osborn, was unknown until Catherine A. Brekus shed light on her 

contribution to the rise of evangelicalism. Since her presence as a female missionary and former 

boarding school director is of great importance, this paper will empathetically highlight these aspects 

of her life as well. In the midst of changes in the church and society, women were experimenting 

with different ways of voicing their thoughts. As a very significant change in attitude, the Quaker 
leaders allowed women to preach. Aside from the reaction of the communities of Sarah Pierpont 

Edwards and Sarah Osborn, this study will thoroughly elaborate on their personal lives. Their 

personal spiritual pilgrimage serves as a cornerstone of the present study. However, as their nar-

ratives are one-sided, we have to take into consideration the reception of their memoirs, letters, and 

diary entries. Amongst others, there were two important male characters in their lives, namely, 

Jonathan Edwards, the husband of Sarah Pierpont Edwards, and Joseph Fish, a minister, and 

a spiritual guide of Sarah Osborn, whose reconstructed opinion about the above-mentioned women 

will be detailed. In the midst of eighteenth-century societal constraints, Sarah Edwards and Sarah 

Osborn emerged as groundbreakers, defying traditional gender roles and laying the path for women 

in religious discourses. This article delves into their spiritual journeys, with a special emphasis 

on their resilience, intellectual capability, and firm commitment to faith.

https://doi.org/10.53720/JACX5332
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Hidden in the annals of history, the pivotal role of women in the eighteenth cen-

tury’s religious revivals and the growth of modern Christian denominations have 

been largely overlooked. From Martin Luther’s courageous companion Katharina 
von Bora to the unsung heroines of the Great Awakening, countless brave European 

and American women defied expected societal norms to spread the Gospel. Based 
on their memoirs, this article sheds light on the lives of two remarkable women, 

Sarah Pierpont Edwards and Sarah Osborn, who challenged expectations and left 

an undeniable mark on their communities. This article offers a new perspective 
in understanding of women’s religious enthusiasm and experiences in The Great 

Awakening era, more specifically in the lives of two evangelical women, Sarah 
Pierpont Edwards and Sarah Osborn.

As we delve into their personal narratives, we uncover the sacrifices, resilience, 
and profound devotion that fuelled their remarkable journeys. Sarah Edwards, 

an intellectual female and equal partner in religious dialogues, defied societal expec-

tations with her devotion to God. On the contrary, Sarah Osborn, a self-made 

woman thrust into adversity, exhibited a rare blend of feminine and masculine 

attributes while supporting her family, her boarding school, and herself. Examining 

the pre-Great Awakening era and the revolutionary changes it brought, we witness 

a brief window of opportunity for women to emerge as influential voices in religious 
experiences — an opportunity previously denied to them. Through their own eyewit-

ness accounts, we gain a glimpse into the profound spiritual changes of their time.

In a society that strictly confined women to prescribed social spheres, these 
women fought against exclusion and restriction, indirectly challenging the status 

quo. A juxtaposition of the lives and roles of Sarah Edwards and Sarah Osborn and 

the influences on their thinking helps in redefining our understanding of the role 
of women in religious history. However, it is crucial to mention that while Sarah 

Osborn’s memoir is available in its original version, in the case of Sarah Piepront 

Edwards, her original memoir survives in two altered versions. The first was made 
by her husband, who rewrote it so that it fits the norms and expectations of their 
contemporary society. The second, on the other hand, was made a century later, 

by her great-grandson Sereno Dwight.
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Women and Religion in the Seventeenth CentuRy

Although women were doomed to silence, they were allowed to pray, to read 

the Bible — if they were literate — and to attend churches. John Calvin viewed 

women as human beings primarily driven by sexual desires. Puritans can be seen 

as the equivalents of Calvinism on the American Continent. Protestants encouraged 

women to marry in order to avoid sexual immorality. As far as we know, Puritans 

emphasised the importance of personal devotion through reading the Bible, which 

resulted in a shift in women’s roles. As a consequence, the Puritan woman was 

able to interpret the Bible for herself and to use the knowledge she had already 

acquired, in due time and with due vocabulary. As a notable instance, we have 

the mother of reverend James Hillhouse (1687–1740), a pastor in New England, 
who was praised for being an honest Puritan woman and who found the time and 

place to preach to her family and friends. regardless of their differences in doctrine, 
the Anglicans, Puritans, Presbyterians, and Dutch Reformed all seemed to agree 

on their perception of women: based on the well-known letter of Paul to Timothy 

they disapproved of women speaking. 

Both Sarah Osborn and Sarah Edwards lived through the First Great 

Awakening, which happened in the American Continent, in the Colonies, as they 

referred to it. Martin E. Marty highlights that The Great Awakening “might be seen 

as conservative revolution, but a revolution it was” (81). Interestingly, The Great 

Awakening makes room for two distinct factions within American Protestantism, 

namely the “New Light” and the “Old Light.” These factions emerged during 
these religious revivals in the eighteenth century. The New Light movement repre-

sented the more fervent and emotional side of the Great Awakening. Its proponents 

embraced the revivalist spirit and believed in experiencing a personal, emotional, 

and transformative relationship with God. They welcomed the use of emotional 

expressions during religious gatherings and often supported preachers and evan-

gelists who played a significant role in spreading the revival. The Old Light faction, 
on the other hand, opposed the intense emotionalism and dramatic conversions asso-

ciated with the Great Awakening (1730–1740). They were typically more conserv-

ative and adhered to traditional religious practices. Old Light ministers believed 

in maintaining a more structured and hierarchical form of worship and were scepti-

cal of the emotional excesses that characterised the New Light movement. Therefore, 
these two opposing perspectives on the Great Awakening contributed to the division 
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within American religious communities during that time, reflecting the broader 
impact and significance of the revival in shaping the country’s religious landscape.

The prospect of women was undoubtedly restricted to domestic spheres 

in the Great Awakening. They were allowed to contribute to the well-being of their 

families, and in the case of religious discourses, to the well-being of their religious 

communities. However, ambiguity concerning the soul was beginning to emerge. 

Isaac Backus (1724–1806), a churchman, referred to his soul as a “she,” like many 

other evangelicals, which contributed to a new common language, the conversion 

narrative. Conversion was a figurative rebirth in Christ for both women and men. 
Despite how the revivals softened gender inequalities, they did not totally aban-

don them. Although there were resemblances between men’s and women’s conver-

sions, the narratives vary in minor but significant ways. Two significant alterations 
should be addressed. Prior to listing the alternations, it is necessary to elaborate 

on the meaning of conversion narrative. William James referred to conversion 

as a conscious change in the life of an individual as a result of one’s transcenden-

tal experience (Stevens 5).

Primarily, the language that women use within historical narratives often offers 
insights into societal dynamics and perspectives. Female narration tends to use 

passive and submissive language and predominantly first-person narration. For 
instance, Mercy Holmes, a commoner wrote that “I was bro’t to see yet...”; while 

Abraham Choate, also a commoner, stated that “the decision to be saved was his 

own” (qtd. in Brekus, Strangers & Pilgrims 39). Mercy represents herself as a passive 

recipient, being actively converted by God, meanwhile Choate was an active agent 

in the process of conversion. The narration highlighted an inherited, conventional 

role of women as being the bearer of the greater original sin. A frequently quoted 

passage from the Bible was Isaiah 1:6 in which one female laments upon her sin: 

“From the sole of the foot even unto the head there is no soundness in it; but wounds, 

and bruises, and purifying sores: they have not been closed, neither bound up, neither 

mollified with ointment.” The complexity of this quote from Isaiah leads to the sec-

ond alternation, which is the negative attributes that women used in their self-expres-

sion, such as, “polluted, infectious, leper,” or at other certain points as being “poor,” 

“vile,” and “worthless.” These attributes correlated well with Brekus’s idea who fur-

ther contributed to an understanding of women as both physically and intellectually 

inferior to men (Brekus, Strangers & Pilgrims 30). This was even further strength-

ened by one of the most influential theologians in the Great Awakening, Jonathan 
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Edwards. He wrote about virtuous women in A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work 

of God (Edwards 149). His philosophy was based on biblical foundations; thus, he was 

sceptical of issues of feminine inferiority and original sin. He referred to women 

as “frivolous girl” and their conversion left him surprised (“I was surprised with 

the relation of a young woman, who had been one of the greatest company-keep-

ers in the whole town” [Edwards 149]). As previously stated, Evangelicals assumed 

that the souls of women are easily swayed by both Christ and the Devil, thus their 

portrayal of the soul as a “woman” was an allusion to women’s physical, spiritual, 

and intellectual weaknesses. Bathsheba Kingsley is a primary example of this; it was 
believed that her body and mind were enticed by Satan’s schemes, since she was 

“brawling” from town to town. Finally, the recorded sources indicate that women 

frequently associate Satan with bodily features such as a roaring lion or a beast, 

whereas men rarely or never refer to this attack occurring physically, rather, than 

as a mental attack (Brekus, The Religious History of American Women 29). Sarah Osborn 

frequently used the allusion of “lion” to refer to Satan, as it appears in a diary entry 

from 1767, “Thou canst rescue them out of the paw of the lion of hell. Regardless 

of the similarities and differences, at the moment of reversion in Christ, gender 
is no longer existing” (15).

WeRe theRe any exCeptionS at all?

It was a generally acknowledged truth that women in the eighteenth century were 

prohibited from institutional authority; however, researchers have highlighted 

the importance of the Quaker community as a counter-example. Quakers granted 

women the liberty to speak, and to occupy leading positions in their communities, 

since they thought that in the moment of conversion, gender was not significant. 
Quakers were a group of religious reformers who sought to blur the lines between 

clerg y and laity by experimenting with new models of liturgy, worship, and other 

religious practices (Brekus, Strangers & Pilgrims 29). George Fox (1624–1691), a sig-

nificant Quaker leader, suggested that religious authority is unnecessary and that 
one should experience God without mediation, which seemed to be an innovative 

approach in the eighteenth century. Quaker rituals were different from Anglican 
and Puritan rituals in various ways; they argued that individuals could experi-

ence God on a personal level. However, Puritans refused to embrace God’s revela-

tion as the source of inspiration, especially women, who were regarded as a bodily 
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weaker gender. Their personal experiences would have been unacceptable since they 

did not have the physical power to countenance the Holy Spirit’s presence. Thus, 

the explanation for the denial of women leaders is simple: Quaker women chal-

lenged the patriarchal system’s traditional inequity in church roles. A traditional 

Puritan woman was seen as “intellectually and physically inferior to men” and 

“they tried to control every facet of their behaviour, not least of their speech” (Brekus, 

Strangers & Pilgrims 30). Later in her commentary, Brekus refers to historians in this 

discipline, who found that Puritan doctrines were “irredeemably misogynistic” (30).

These above-mentioned instances revealed that there were substantial dispari-

ties in the treatment of female missionaries between Puritan churches and women 

in Quaker communities. As previously proposed, the evidence demonstrated that 

women in the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries endured oppres-

sion, and those who had the courage to question the traditional inequalities, such 

as Quaker women, immediately drew the attention of church authorities and were 

treated with contempt. Thus, only those women who held positions in society 

received acceptance, after questioning the clergy’s unshakable authority. Generally, 

the right to the freedom of expression was curtailed by authority.

the agitative SpiRitual JouRney of SaRah pieRpont edWaRdS

Sarah Pierpont Edwards’s life and transformative journey exemplify an excep-

tional woman whose devoted dedication and spiritual maturation were deeply inter-

twined with the prevalent currents of her era. Sarah Pierpont Edwards (1710–1758) 

emerges as an oasis of inspiration amidst the tumult of the Great Awakening. Her 

narrative, like those of others, captures the dynamics of gender, commitment, 

and religious reform.

Sarah Pierpont Edwards’s devotion — of all major female missionaries — was 

amongst the most influential in the early eighteenth century. She was the daugh-

ter of a clerical family and the wife of the prominent preacher, Jonathan Edwards. 

The difficulties of the Great Awakening left significant traces in both Sarah 
Edwards’s and Jonathan Edwards’s lives. They confronted the challenges of the new 

Awakening together. Jonathan Edwards graduated from Yale in 1723, at the age 

of nineteen, and served as a preacher in New York for a year. He took a posi-
tion at Yale and moved to New Haven, where Sarah Pierpont lived. It is possible 
that he met her during his student years when he was around sixteen. She caught 
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the attention of Jonathan Edwards, which is proven on the cover of a Greek gram-

mar book as follows: “They say there is a young lady in [New Haven] who is loved 
of that Great Being, who made and rules the world, and that there are certain sea-

sons in which this Great Being, in some way or other invisible, comes to her and 

fills her mind with exceeding sweet delight; and that she hardly cares for anything, 
except to meditate on Him…” (qtd. in Minkema et al. 495).

They married on 28 July 1727, and in the same year, Jonathan became 

a priest in Northampton, following in his grandfather’s footsteps. Their marriage 
was “an uncommon union,”1 since they both had an immediate intellectual and 

spiritual connection. During their lifetime, the Great Awakening spread across 

the American colonies, which influenced the development of Sarah’s character. She 
was described as a “meek and quiet spirit,” who “talked freely and solidly of things 

of God, and seemed to be such a helpmeet for her husband” (qtd. in Minkema et al. 

505) by George Whitefield (1714–1770). Whitefield played a pivotal role in cata-

lysing the religious fervour that characterised the Great Awakening. His spiritual 

landscape was irrevocably altered by his trip to North America, and his sermons 
struck a profound chord with people. Given George Whitefield’s cross-colonial reach, 
it is worth investigating whether his teachings had a direct impact on the spiritual 

development of well-known individuals such as Sarah Edwards and Sarah Osborn. 

Whitefield’s impassioned sermons captivated diverse audiences, sparking a profound 
religious fervour that reverberated across the colonies. George Whitefield had a sig-

nificant influence on the American Great Awakening, influencing the spiritual cli-
mate and leaving a lasting mark on colonial culture. Whitefield united different 
colonial communities, sparked huge conversions and spiritual awakenings, and gen-

erated a wave of religious passion that transcended geographical borders through his 

impassioned preaching style and frequent journeys across the colonies (Smith 81–82).

Sarah herself had an awakening in 1742. According to her spouse, at this point 

in her life, she possessed “extraordinary views on divine things” and deep “reli-

gious affections” (Minkema etl al. 510). Unable to sleep one night, something sud-

denly changed, she felt cut off from God and experienced an incredible delight, 
God’s immediate presence, as she put it in her diary entry from 1742, which is the pri-

mary concern of this article. After a week of intense agony and ecstatic religious 

experiences, she started to overcome an overwhelming sensation of melancholy. 

1 See Marriage to a Difficult Man: The Uncommon Union of Jonathan and Sarah Edwards 
(2004) by Elisabeth Dodds.
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During a week of similar experience, at certain points, she felt sick and was hardly 

able to stand without assistance. Feeling both “melted” and “overcome” at the same 

time, Sarah Edwards details it in her memoir entry as follows: “I never felt such 

an entire emptiness of self-love or any regard to any private selfish interest of my own. 
It seemed to me, that I had entirely done with myself... The glory of God to be all, 

and in all, and to swallow up every wish and desire of my heart” (S. Edwards; ch. 2). 

This “entire emptiness” was a conversion that led from her old identity to a greater 

blessing, as she referred to it. Essentially, the reason for her transformation was her 

liberation from anxieties and temptations as she was transforming to a “holy vessel 

of Christ” (Brekus, Strangers and Pilgrims 43). For that reason, she was able to over-

come her concerns about her role in religious gatherings since she was about to lose 

herself in the process. Mrs. Edwards had contrasting beliefs to the earlier Old Light 

tradition, which was not concerned with the bodily manifestation of faith as it was 

present in the new wave. She embraced a heart-centred religion — which might have 

been influenced by Jonathan Edwards’s views on faith — that valued the body’s role 
in revivals, and actively participated in church life, despite societal norms. Her 

personal life remains enigmatic, but she was praised for her sincere devotion and 

commitment as a wife.

The memoir of Sarah Edwards covers the challenges of the Great Awakening, 

her contempt for visiting Ministers, and her daily struggles, as neither the congre-

gation nor the people of Northampton greeted her with open arms. Some parts 
of her personal narrative had been recently acquired by Kenneth Minkema and 
his fellow colleagues. Until that point, there were only two manuscripts available: 
the first was Jonathan Edward’s revised version, in which he rewrote her narra-

tive in the third person to protect her from any unpleasant reaction and misunder-

standing in the community. The other text was published in the nineteenth century, 

by Sereno Edwards Dwight, who in The Works of President Edwards incorporated 

the first-person narrative of Sarah Edwards. However, as Jennifer Adams notes 
in the preface to the 2010 edition of In Love with Christ, there are striking differences 
in “the manner in which the narratives” are presented. The period of the Second 

Great Awakening (1800–1830) was the time of the second republication and alterna-

tion of Sarah’s detailed experiences by her grandson Sereno Edwards Dwight, who 

decided to elevate Sarah Edwards as a representative of genuine female self-sacri-

fice. Sereno rewrote her experiences from a nineteenth-century perspective, portray-

ing her as a typical nineteenth-century female, appearing as one of the “protectors 
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of virtue” (Minkema et al. 513). Among slighter alterations, the most significant was 
the removal of “agitation,” although Sarah herself used this expression sixteen times. 

As suggested by Adams, there are two reasonable explanations for this removal. 

One possible reason could be the perspectives on female self-sacrifice, which did 
not allow hesitation in the mind and, therefore, absolutely denied the agitation 

of the body. The other reason might be that Serano suffered from a chronic illness 
that left him physically disabled, which may have contributed to his lack of insight 

into the bodily aspect of experiencing God’s presence. Serano notes, however, that 

Jonathan Edwards might have altered a few details of Sarah’s account while copy-

ing her manuscripts. Regardless of her numerous spelling errors and irregular style, 

Sarah was an outstanding female writer, and her writing style did not require exten-

sive proofreading. Her style, along with her spirituality, is characterised by a lan-

guage of sensation that could refer to her own personal voice or Jonathan’s choice, 

but the latter remains disputed.

As Minkema, Brekus, and Stout assert that identifying Sarah Pierpont Edwards’ 

unique narrative voice is challenging for a variety of reasons. Though Jonathan’s nar-

rative skills are well-known, it is difficult to trace them in Sarah Edwards’ reworked 
collections. Nevertheless, his alternations served no other purpose than to remedy 
spelling and grammatical problems. Such alternations were “lively sense of things” 

or “clear” (S. Edwards; ch. 4).

Unlike the members of contemporary spiritual movements like The New 
Light Movement — which was a movement inside the Baptist congregation — she 

never claimed that she had received direct revelations from God. She highlighted 

the necessity of analysing the nature of the heart since it is the source of all knowl-

edge. Edwards prioritised experiencing God through the senses — especially 

the heart. Commentators of the time had strong opinions about female enthusi-

asm, for instance, an Anglican minister noted that “women, children, servants, and 

Nigros [were] become (as they phrase[d] it) Exhorters” (qtd. in Minkema et al. 506). 
As a result of the continuous debates about “enthusiasts” or “exhorters”, Jonathan 

Edwards in the Faithful Narrative introduces two women’s spiritual experiences from 

Northampton as examples of true Christian female piety. Piety is seen as a strong reli-

gious belief manifested in one’s lifestyle. According to recent academic discoveries, 

Sarah Edwards was the inspiration for female piety that Jonathan Edwards detailed 

in the Faithful Narrative.



EMŐKE ÁGOSTON

10

In the introduction of Feminine Spirituality in America, Amanda Porterfield argues 
that “Sarah Edwards assumed the fortunes and dilemmas of public virtuosity … 

In time of spiritual crisis, she explored both the power and the painful contradiction 

of that role” (39). She later assumes that both Sarah and Jonathan Edwards’s nar-

ratives provide a genuine insight into the relationship between the ongoing social 

and religious experiences. Porterfield attributes Sarah Edwards’s success as a writer 
to her ability to withdraw from society occasionally. In her narrative, in 1742, she 

shed light on the main reason why she preferred solitude over hypocrisy, “how great 

a part of Christianity lies in the performance of our social and relative duties to one 

another” (S. Edwards; ch. 2).

As the daughter of a minister, Sarah’s perspective on the unity of body, soul, 

and inherited sin was influenced by the theories of John Calvin, and the Puritans, 
who considered the body to be evil, but they recognised the importance of incarna-

tion by admitting that the body was the temple of the Holy Spirit. Through these 

serious agitative periods that Sarah Edwards detailed, she developed a “new sense” 

or “sense of the heart,” as Jonathan refers to it: “divine and supernatural light which 

gaze the enlightened a spiritual understanding that was deeper than the knowledge 

that came by merely intellectual cognition” (qtd. in Minkema et al. 496). However, 

this “new sense” contains several influences that cannot be disregarded.
Interestingly, Sarah transformed her physical body in unity with the divine; 

in which the divine presence is the Light in her sinful nature. Her physiological agi-

tations were regarded as a source of new religious identity and leadership, and this 

was described as a metamorphosis by Minkema and his fellow researchers, who 

referred to it as Quietist “enthusiasm” (502).

ConStRuCting female voiCe: the SpiRitual pilgRimage of SaRah oSboRn

Sarah Osborn (1722–1796) had a unique narrative voice that depicted daily obsta-

cles and significant historical events, such as the French and Indian War, from 
the perspective of a schoolteacher. Her memoir contains insights about her con-

version. The first written record from her memoir was a letter written on 5 May 
1742 to a Congregational minister, to whom Osborn confessed a sin: she had stolen 

money from her parents in order to escape with her first husband, at the age of sev-

enteen. Unfortunately, her father died before she could confess this, so instead she 
confided in her mother (Brekus, Introduction xxvi). At the age of twenty-nine, she 
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married her second husband, a tailor, Henry Osborn. He was a widower and had 

three children, while Sarah Osborn was twenty-nine years old and had a son, who 

was ten years old. Sarah Osborn’s memoir consciously or perhaps unconsciously 

encapsulates different secular and religious trends of her times.
Sarah Osborn, from Newport, was no longer willing to surrender herself 

to Puritan doctrines; therefore, her narrative chronicles the emergence of evan-

gelicalism through her own experiences in the period of great revivals. At the age 

of twenty-nine, Osborn began writing her memoir in chronological order. Her chal-

lenging life circumstances included a “turbulent childhood,” “suicidal crisis,” and 

the loss of loved ones, as well as poverty and chronic illness, all of which contrib-

uted to her spiritual enlightenment (Osborn 15). Despite the trials, she never fal-

tered in her faith and was able to attract new “enthusiasts” with her unique style 

of articulating her religious convictions to the world.

Additionally, she sought to obtain a greater understanding of her own spirit-

ual pilgrimage, which was primarily affected by the ongoing spiritual awakening, 
and economic problems as well. On the one hand, the spiritual rebirth in the Great 

Awakening, the convergence of Calvinism and Protestant Reformed doctrines that 

resulted in evangelicalism had transformed and inspired her to lead a devoted life-

style. On the other hand, as a teacher with a dozen students, she encountered finan-

cial challenges on a regular basis. Consequently, she wrote a memoir to remind 

herself of the wealth that came from God and to develop her Christian identity 

through writing. Reading Osborn’s memoir is challenging. Even though she was 

literate, she never used proper punctuation and, at certain points, the text is sim-

ilar to a stream of consciousness. Osborn made an effort to find significance and 
connection between ongoing wars, slavery, and God’s will. Her testimonies were 

published both in her lifetime and posthumously in 1755 by Reverend Samuel 

Hopkins in The Nature, Evidence, and Certainty of True Christianity as setting an exam-

ple of a devoted life. He also published parts of her memoir, and some of the letters 

written to Miss Susana Anthony.

Among the foremost, Sarah Osborn formed the “Religious Female Society” 

during the First Awakening decade in the 1740s, which became the corner-

stone of Newport’s First Church. This group of women sustained Clap’s minis-
try and later served as the centre of the Great Awakening revival in the years 1766 

and 1767. Under the name of “religious Female Society,” her organisation wel-
comed men and women, African Americans, slaves, and Baptists into her home. 
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Interestingly, in one of Osborn’s letters from 1767 to a minister in Connecticut, 

called Joseph Fish, she defends her public leadership of worship and study groups. 

In spite of her declining health, groups and individuals continued to gather at Sarah 

Osborn’s house even after she had stopped leading devotional groups and attending 

church (Hambrick-Stowe 408). In 1758, the first African American woman was bap-

tised in the First Congregational Church, as documented in the Church’s archive. 

The “Religious Female Society” — in those times — was unprecedented and unique. 

The primary aim of these “gatherings” — as she called them — was to pray and 

praise God in the community. However, as time passed, Sarah Osborn started 

to share her thoughts on the Bible. Her house also served as a shelter to people 

from marginalised members of society, including women, children, black slaves, 

people from different congregations, youngsters, and adults, fundamentally any-

one but white clerical men. In the first part of the memoir, it is evident that Sarah 
Osborn considered slavery as the will of God, yet she encouraged Afro-American 

slaves to convert to Christianity. She later recognised that there was something 

wrong with slavery after seeing Christianity as a representative moral model. She 

based her views on the biblical story of Moses, who led the Israelites out of captivity 

to the Promise Land. Citing the words of Paul the Apostle that women must “keep 

silence in the churches,” many disagreed with Osborn’s praying groups, since church 

elders thought that she stepped beyond her position by sharing her own interpreta-

tion of the Bible. Even her close friend, Joseph Fish, believed that she “had stepped 

beyond her line” (Osborn 241).

As it appears, both Sarah Edwards and Sarah Osborn were subjected to the wrath 

of their communities because of their activities. In her previously mentioned letter, 

she eventually asks related questions from Joseph Fish, such as “Would you advise 

me to shut up my mouth and doors and creep into obscurity?” In these disputes, 

she seems undecided. “Sometimes I am tempted thus to do, but hitherto I dare not” 

(241). Another cause for public criticism was that she welcomed persons from prac-

tically all social spheres and religious denominations, including Baptists, who advo-

cated for extreme ideals by stating that infant christening is not in biblical law. Soon 

after, during the British occupation in Newport, Sarah was left alone after the death 
of her husband Henry. Osborn, in her letters — dictated to someone since Osborn 

became blind and unable to walk in her last years — to Hopkins and Joseph Fish, 

close friends of Sarah Osborn, appears as a faithful soldier of God, who believed 
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that the war was nothing, but God’s will. Osborn left her possessions to the First 

Congregation Church in Newport.
Sarah Osborn’s personal narrative details mostly school curriculum, prayers, 

and all the activities that contributed to her relationship with God. Therefore, 

it is no wonder that her narrative relies heavily on biblical imagery. These form 

two major motifs emphasised throughout her memoir. First is the bride and the groom, 

which, according to Northrop Frye, is one of the primary images used to emphasise 
the unique kinship between Christ and his followers (lecture 5). Second is the shep-

herd, which appears as the protector of her soul. When Osborn uses biblical imagery, 

her narration abruptly shifts from third to first person, implying a more intimate 
experience, as it appears in the following excerpt: “And now thou hast in infinite 
wisdom bereaved me of my shepherd, I would give myself wholly to thee, thou great 

shepherd and bishop of souls. O, be thou my all” (Osborn 80). Osborn’s memoir 

writing was a process of self-discovery and revelation of God’s profundity, with 

the plotline revolving around the concepts of “sin” and “redemption” (Osborn 5).

She attempted to reconstruct a linear written record of her life; however, her 

memoir contains several omissions and information that she was ashamed to discuss; 

for instance, her son’s death. Samuel’s sudden death at the age of eleven left a sig-

nificant mark on her life since he was not willing to repent of his sins. Osborn was 
afraid for his soul since she “could discern no evidence of a work of grace wrought 

on his soul, for which I did plead from day to day” (Osborn 69). In spite of her 

bleak mental state, this was the moment when she felt the closest presence of God. 

Similar to Sarah Edwards, Osborn also gives an insight into a “sense of his good-

ness to me in a thousand instances” (68). As a soldier of God, she felt compelled 

to preach the Gospel, but due to her gender, she was unable to do so without incur-

ring the wrath of her community.

Unlike Sarah Edwards, Osborn was a well-known writer during her lifetime. 
The publication of Sarah Osborn’s experiences, as well as her character, was 

a unique and integral — albeit anonymous — part of the history of female writing 

and Christian history. Regardless of her position, Sarah Osborn and his husband 

Henry had serious financial problems, as they could barely pay the bills of the board-

ing school that they ran together. Osborn referred to herself in their situation in a let-

ter written to Joseph Fish in 1759, as “a poor, overloaded, weak animal crouching 

under its burden” (165).



EMŐKE ÁGOSTON

14

Since Osborn believed that women were subordinated to men, she might have 

consciously tried not to have a male voice. Jonathan Edwards, in The Miscellanies, 

clearly divided the attributes of men and women, “man had been created to be strong 

in body and mind, with more wisdom, strength and courage,” while women were 

naturally “weaker, more soft and tender, more fearful, and more affectionate, as a fit 
object of generous protection and defence” (vol. 13). Women were taught that they 

needed constant protection and were created to seek the help of men. Therefore, 

it appears that Osborn cultivated a mere “affectionate” female voice under the influ-

ence of her fellow friends, Elizabeth Bury and Susana Anthony. They shared a gen-

uine and powerful bond and sent letters to one another. Even their writing reflected 
the social inequalities between women and men. As female believers, they were lim-

ited, as seen by their self-portraits, which included the usage of terms like “weak,” 

“child,” and “feeble.”

Brush Hindmarsh concludes that the collective conversion experience was 

transformed into an individual conversion experience; it stood against the Puritan 

commonwealth (74). The autonomous individual, according to Enlightenment phi-

losophers, had the liberty to choose his own government, seek his own financial 
interests, and worship as he saw fit, as Sarah Osborn’s narrative shows: “I’ll tell you 
truly what God has done for my soul” (Osborn 111), or “God the Father manifested 

himself to me,” or “God made with me an everlasting Covenant” (xxii).

After all, throughout the second part of the eighteenth century, both industry 

and agriculture, as well as demographics, underwent substantial changes. People 

began relocating to new areas or abandoning towns in search of new opportuni-

ties. In the climax of these changes, humanitarians were the ones who built hospi-

tals for the sick, cared for women and children, and overall, the ones who attempted 

to make the best out of the worst. Meanwhile, the government turned a blind 

eye on these issues. Thus, the eighteenth century’s first half can be separated into 
two distinct periods. The first half is defined by an anti-humanitarian attitude, 
while the second half seeks to restore it, as evidenced by thinkers from many soci-

ological strata, such as churchmen, economists, poets, and writers, who applied 

a humanitarian approach to jail reforms and slavery (Klingberg 262–263). What 
the Humanitarians and the Evangelicals had in common was their belief in the essen-

tially good human nature, although it must be noted that evangelicals also consid-

ered human nature to be originally sinful. regardless of the difference, the aim 
was common: to create a better world to live in. Therefore, Evangelicalism might 
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have been influenced by the spirit of humanitarianism, though it had a different 
approach, that is the preaching of the Gospel to people. It placed the major focus 

from the external to the internal, heart-centred world.

Based on the previously listed influences, one could conclude that Christianity 
was transformed in numerous ways by Enlightenment ideas, but most notably by lib-

eral Protestantism and Evangelical Protestantism, which focuses heavily on per-

sonal experience. These ideas constantly appear in Osborn’s memoir by her strong 

drive to understand and justify the ongoing warfare between the Indians and 

the French troops, she concluded it as a direct attack on God’s Promised Land. 

Based on the book of Revelations, Osborn and many of her contemporaries saw 

the Catholic Church as the “beast” who wanted to destroy the continent. Though 

women were allowed to write epistles, journals of their everyday life, these were 

merely for the sake of their own amusement. The personal experiences of Sarah 

Osborn were published both during her lifetime and after her death, which made 

her break with the constrains of women’s writing traditions.

ConCluSion

Through hardships, both Sarah Edwards and Sarah Osborn demonstrated per-

sistence and set models to the forthcoming generations of women. They indeed 

paved the road for female preaching in America by setting an example. Catherine 

Brekus states that “historical change always emerges out of the hopes, and strivings 

of ordinary people” (Preface xi), as it happened both in Sarah Edwards’s and Sarah 

Osborn’s life. Fear of the community’s judgment motivated Edwards to establish 

a self that is proper in any social context, parallel to being subjugated by the Holy 

Spirit. Based on my research and Jonathan Edwards’s opinion, that women are nat-

urally weaker, I am convinced that Sarah Edwards broke with the constraints of tra-

ditional femininity both intellectually and physically. Without a doubt, both Sarah 

Osborn and Sarah Edwards were regular people with noble objectives. 

Sarah Osborn was an integral part of the “Old Lights,” while, based on her 

experiences, Sarah Edwards was connected to the “New Lights.” On the one 
hand, in Sarah Osborn’s case, this split is explicitly discussed in a letter to Joseph 

Fisch. She regarded the New Lights as “disorderly people” and considered that 
this new approach would “open its door to disorders and confusion” (Osborn 211). 

On the other hand, Sarah Pierpont Edwards advocated for a heart-centred religion. 
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Based on the definition of Catherine A. Brekus, the representatives of the New Light 
wing of evangelicalism, did not deny logic and rationality; thus, they acknowl-

edged that preaching needed to touch both the heart and the intellect. Based 

on Brekus’s opinion, Sarah Edwards, by prioritising individual religious experi-

ences over religious dogmas, could be associated with the New Lights of evangeli-
calism. However, their narratives required further investigations; thus, it is crucial 

to mention the contemporary influences since they had significant roles in their 
religious devotion. 

Based on secondary literature, and on their own narratives, I concluded that 

the roles of women were mainly restricted to the domestic sphere. However, both 

Edwards and Osborn went beyond the established constraints of women in the eight-

eenth century. According to Sarah Edwards’s written records, her husband con-

versed with her on an intellectual level frequently. Therefore, the role of a simple 

representative of female piety was imposed on an equal partner. In contrast to Sarah 

Edwards, Sarah Osborn did not get a proper education, but her circumstances 

and devotion to God moved her toward self-improvement. After her first mar-

riage resulted in her poverty, she started teaching and appeared as an exceptional 

preacher who — with her love and will to spread the Gospel — attracted to her home 

lot of people on a weekly basis. On one side, there was a mother, who was desper-

ate to keep her child alive and maintain a family, on the other side, a strong char-

acter, who was not fearful of the reception of her actions since she served God. 

The paper reveals a limited window of time when women took advantage of pos-

sibilities to become prominent voices in religious realms by highlighting the com-

plex relationship of gender relations during the era prior to the Great Awakening. 

The flexibility and adaptation of gender roles in religious contexts is demonstrated 
by Sarah Osborn’s capacity to move between masculine and feminine traits while 

carrying out responsibilities, such as being the spiritual leader of a religious com-

munity and a boarding school. 

Since the primary sources were strongly subjective, it was necessary to take into 

consideration their contemporaries’ perspectives about them. As I looked deeper 

into Sarah Edwards’s narrative, I became convinced that she was even stronger 

than her husband described her. His admiration for Sarah Edwards is excessive 

and appears to be genuine in his letter to his father. Like Edwards, Osborn also 

had positive male validation in her life, embodied in her friendship with Reverend 

Samuel Hopkins, who testified to Osborn’s undeniably humble faith in his letters. 
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The validation of men, in this regard, in the eighteenth century was unprecedented. 

Both Jonathan Edwards and Samuel Hopkins encouraged them to be careful with 

their actions. Considering the above, it might be possible to conclude that they were 

indeed unconventional representatives of female devotion to God, and indeed paved 

the road for female preaching in America by setting an example. The study ques-

tions conventional narratives of religious history that frequently exclude or ignore 

the contributions of women by contrasting the lives, roles, and influences of Sarah 
Edwards and Sarah Osborn. It highlights the need to recognise women’s agency 

and influence and calls for a re-evaluation of their place in religious movements. 
The two women’s voices, although very different in their ways of expressing them-

selves, are intertwined in their strong religious affections, the women’s perspectives 
offer a window to get an insight into female self-expression in the eighteenth century.
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Abstract: In the eighteenth century, rape trials were scenes of obscene shaming of violated women. 

English rape law supported the rich and the male; therefore, single women were at a disadvantage 

from the beginning. This phenomenon was commented on and challenged by writers at the end 

of the eighteenth century, including William Blake. This paper interprets Blake’s narrative poem 

Visions of the Daughters of Albion as a literary case study depicting the rhetoric of shaming. 

To show how language was used as a tool for shaming in a courtroom setting, I analyse the script 

of a trial from 1793. William Blake, by giving voice to her violated female character, Oothoon, 

used poetry and art to envision how women could refuse to be seen as objects defined by their chas-
tity or the loss thereof.

Sexual violence was ubiquitous in the lives of women in the eighteenth century. 

Because of the attention rape cases received, a new moral consensus was form-

ing in the public mind: virtuous women do not seek danger; they stay at home, 

where it is safe. For working-class women — especially single women — this was not 

an option, naturally. Those who were sexually assaulted found themselves trapped. 

An honest and reputable woman was not supposed to speak about sexual matters; 

therefore, seeking justice was often seen as a risk that might not be worth taking 

(Clark, Women’s Silence 2–3). Those who took the risk and spoke up found them-

selves in extremely difficult situations. Mary Block’s compelling study of rape law 
in early modern England has shown that it was “a legal culture that tolerated inor-

dinate levels of male violence against women, even from men they did not know. 
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The doctrines and criteria that constituted the common law of rape created extraor-

dinary standards that, when coupled with popular attitudes towards women, made 

conviction for rape exceptionally difficult” (25).
Language and the narrative techniques used by men in the courtroom put 

women into an even more vulnerable position, forcing them, after a physical 

assault, to endure mental aggression. The questions the violated women were asked 

seemed more like an attack than an attempt to deliver justice. As I intend to show 

in this paper, courtroom language was used to shame women and to lecture them 

on how to avoid further violent encounters. This is also reflected in the literature 
of the period. In her novel The Victim of Prejudice (1799), Mary hays shows the pre-

dicament of the victim with unflinching realism. Mary, the protagonist, abducted 
and raped, defiantly claims her liberty after her violation: “I demand my liberty 
this moment; I insist upon being suffered to depart. No one has the right to con-

trol me. I will appeal to the tribunal of my country; I will boldly claim the pro-

tection of its laws, to which thou are already amenable. … I will go. Who dares 

to oppose me?” (41). Importantly, Mary is a single woman and an orphan, belong-

ing to no male relative, and as Clark points out, “in the eyes of the law sexual assault 

was only significant when it involved the ‘property’ of a man — a virgin daughter 
or a wife. The law of rape, in fact, had evolved to protect theft of female sexual 

property, not to protect [women] themselves” (Women’s Silence 47). When Mary suf-

fers sexual assault from a man, she swears to seek revenge. She is confidently fac-

ing her assaulter, stating that it is her right to get justice; however, her rapist knows 

very well that her effort will be met with obstacles. He even lets her know as much: 
“To whom and where would you go, foolish and unhappy girl? — Let no passion and 

woman’s vengeance blind you to the perils of your situation! … To what purpose, 
then, these pathetic appeals and unavailing recriminations? … Who will credit 

the tale you mean to tell?” (hays 42).

Hays’s novel formulates the sordid reality. If a single woman decided to prose-

cute her assaulter, she probably failed to get the justice she had sought.1 The system 

did not help women who pressed charges because, as Clark points out, “the defi-

nition of rape was culturally constructed, … it was publicly constructed by men 

and for men” (Women’s Silence 24). Meanwhile, rape was defined as a serious crime:

1 “Gregory Durston examined records from London’s Old Bailey Court from 1700 to 1800 and found 
only forty-five convictions out of 281 indictments for rape” (Block 28–29). For Mary Hays’s re-
evaluation of rape, see Janczer Csikós (“Reflections” 80–81).
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According to English law at the time, rape was a felony, punishable 

by death and without the benefits of the clergy, and is often described 
as “heinous,” “atrocious,” and “detestable” crime. Simultaneously, 

however, the same texts tend to undermine the seriousness of rape 

by emphasising its rare occurrence and the difficulties of securing reli-
able proof, as well as advancing a view on sexual assault as a venial 

offence, an understandable failure to control “what nature on all 
sides promotes.” In addition, juries tended to remain unconvinced 

by women’s testimonies, even when the crime resulted in bad inju-

ries, making rape the crime that had by far the lowest conviction 

rate of all prosecuted crimes in the eighteenth century. (Olsson 141)

While in theory rape was initially considered to be almost as serious a crime as mur-

der, in practice the legal procedure was far from fair, and justice was rarely attained. 

The difficulty of providing conclusive evidence as well as the fact that rape was 
seen as an instinct rather than a morally questionable, conscious act made juries 

less likely to believe women when they came forward with rape charges; therefore, 

a crime that had been considered among the most heinous of them all ended up hav-

ing the lowest conviction rate.

In short, rape law in eighteenth-century England did not serve to protect women. 

It was to protect the property of men, and thus, protected men’s honour, because, 
as Clark states, “the loss of a woman’s chastity was believed to damage her father 
or husband’s honour and financial interest” (“Rape” 2). Eighteenth-century English 
rape law did not know what to do with a raped woman who had no husband or father. 

Such women were no one’s property, so according to the law, no one’s honour, 
or interest had been violated. The most problematic part of English rape law was 

that it “did not adequately define ‘rape’ or explain what was necessary to prove it” 
(Block 23). If the violated woman proceeded with the courtroom hearing, she most 

likely found herself facing a barrage of questions that were hardly necessary to aid 

her cause. Women were taught that speaking about sexuality was shameful and dirty; 

often they could not put into words what happened to them, which only made their 

plight more difficult, as it was assumed that a chaste woman could not describe sex-

ual acts. Furthermore, it made an enormous difference whether the woman was a vir-
gin or had sexual experience before. It was believed that “a woman with a less than 

perfect reputation simply could not have been raped, since her sexual experience 
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meant that she was already, in a sense, considered communal property” (Cogan 379). 

Since only chaste women could have been raped, a violated woman already started 

with a disadvantage in the courtroom (Clark, Women’s Silence 8).
Like many of his contemporaries, most eminently Mary Wollstonecraft in her 

novel Maria; or, The Wrongs of Woman (published posthumously in 1798), William 
Blake in his 1793 poem Visions of the Daughters of Albion (VDA) created a fictitious 
courtroom to highlight and expose the harsh rhetoric with which violated women 

were treated. In what follows, I will present the characteristic features of an eight-

eenth-century rape trial through a specific court case, then proceed to analyse 
Blake’s poem as a literary case study in the rhetoric of shaming. I will use the Old 
Bailey transcript of a rape that occurred in 1793 to examine “the eighteenth-cen-

tury courtroom as a place of a ‘second assault’ where alleged rape victims were ‘vio-

lated first by the actual, physical act of rape and then by a legal system that does not 
take them at their word but demands further proof’” (Krueger 152).

“Because I was ashamed” — The RheToRIc of shamIng

In 1793, Sarah Tipple, an eighteen-year-old maid, accused John Curtis of raping 

her. The script of the trial can be found in the Old Bailey’s online archive (Old Bailey 

Proceedings [OBP]), which contains the trials conducted at London’s criminal court 
between 1674 and 1913. Tipple was at a disadvantage from the very start; she was 

the servant of John Curtis, a wealthy man she had just accused. Sarah Tipple did 

not have a husband or a father in London; she was on her own as a working-class 

woman. Because of what is now referred to as the “blackmail myth,” juries easily 

could have had the impression that Tipple’s accusation was baseless and that she 
only wanted to extort money from Curtis. The “blackmail myth” was “the assump-

tion that the complainant in a rape prosecution is quite likely to have made her 

charge from motives corrupt, vindictive, or otherwise dishonest” (Simpson 106). 

This idea is reflected in the interrogator’s questions in the courtroom: “You ever 
applied to your master for money?”; “Did you ever send to your master for money?” 

The presumption supports the ill-perception of rape at the time: a single woman 

could only want money out of a wealthy male, thus turning the accusation over 

and making the accused man the victim. In this case, the prosecutor is already 

labelled as a liar or a malicious mastermind, positioning her in a disadvantageous 

situation from the start.
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According to the official document, John Curtis “in and upon Sarah Tipple, spin-

ster, violently did make an assault, … and violently and feloniously did Ravish and 

carnally know” her (OBP). In this case, the word “ravish” is used instead of “rape”; 

with this, Sarah Tipple’s accusation was deflated from the start. As Mary R. Block 
points out, “rape referred to the forcible violation or defilement of a female. … 
Ravishment referred to abduction or elopement. Both rape and ravishment entailed 

a seizure or taking of a person, but … ravishment was not gender specific. While 
either male or female could be ravished, only a female could be raped. … Ravishment 

did not necessitate a sexual violation or even sex” (24–25).

The attitude with which the reported crime and the violated woman were treated 

clearly shows that it was rather Sarah Tipple who was on trial and not John Curtis. 

She was asked whether she had shown any signs of resistance, to which Tipple 

answered yes. Throughout the trial, most of the questions were aimed to find out 
how she resisted (or did not resist). The questions she was asked correlate to the idea 

of the “rape myth” or “the myth of the unrapeable woman,” according to which 

“it was physically impossible for a single man to rape a conscious, ‘genuinely’ resist-
ing woman because she always had the power to avoid being penetrated as long 

as she remained resolute in her defence” (Olsson 142). So, rather than asking Tipple 

whether she consented or not, assumptions were made based on one-word answers. 

She was asked more than once whether she resisted or not:

What passed then, did you make any resistance? 

 — Yes. 
how did he manage to keep you down on the bed, did you resist? 

 — he forced me down, and he laid on me in such a manner 

that I could not get away. 

Did you make all the resistance in your power? 

 — I resisted as much as I could. (OBP)

Tipple answers these questions positively, stating that she resisted as much as she 

could. however, given the “myth of the unrapeable woman,” her unsuccessful 

resistance was presumed to be consent. To further investigate whether or not she 

resisted, the barrister directly asked her whether she fought back or used physical 

violence against her attacker:
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Did you slap his face? 

 — I did not. 

Did you pull his hair? — I could not get away. 

Did you kick him at all? 

 — I kicked him all that lay in my power. (OBP)

Paradoxically, these questions were all aimed at finding out what the woman did 

and how she hurt or attempted to hurt her rapist; whether the rapist used any other 

forms of physical violence was never asked of her. With this “rapid-fire rhetoric,” 
the barrister had a further intention as well: by asking very similar or even identi-

cal questions repeatedly, the courtroom challenged the violated woman’s coherence 
of her claims — one slip or a small discrepancy could have been enough to chal-

lenge her trustworthiness (Krueger 152). The question of whether she was physi-
cally fighting back may also be interpreted in another way: considering how her 
answers were mainly negative, it could easily have been stated that she simply did 

not do enough to protect herself from the advances of the assaulter, hence provid-

ing evidence that she did, in fact, consent to the sexual act.

however, she was not only interrogated about self-defence. Tipple had to describe 

how she was allegedly raped, giving explicit details of the assault:

he entered my body; he took and threw on the bed, and I called 

for assistance; I skrieked [sic] out once, and he put his hand and 

cramed [sic] the sheets into my mouth; as soon as he came into 

the room he bolted the door; he never spoke to me at all; he threw 

me on the bed without speaking to me; he put his private parts into mine. 

… 

What past after he put his private parts into your’s? How long might 
he be in that situation? how did he force himself on you? Did you 

see him take down his breeches? — he did that after he put his hand 

to my mouth, and then he forced his private parts into mine, and 

something warm came from him. (OBP)

Eighteenth-century rape trial scripts testify that there was a great interest in minute 

details. This, Clark explains, was “derived from a patriarchal concern with chas-

tity: what mattered was whether penile penetration and ejaculation had occurred, 
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and the hymen broken, thus damaging the victim’s value as sexual property” 
(Women’s Silence 55). Tipple was also asked about the venereal infection she had 

contracted as a result of her rape and how she had treated it:

Did you complain to her of your parts being sore? 

 — No, not at all. 

In short they were not sore? 

 — Yes, very bad indeed. 
Did you shew them to anybody? 

 — No, not at all. 

What did you do to alleviate the pain? 

 — I did not do any thing at all. (OBP) 

The need to recall her traumatic experience, along with questions aimed 

to find out whether she was a virgin or not (“you was [sic] quite a maid at this 
time? — I never knew a man before” [OBP]) only added to her shame, as she clearly 

states in her answers: “Now my girl, how came you tell me a minute ago that you 

did not know how it [his hands] was employed, because I put it to you several 

times? — Because I was ashamed” (OBP). Her declaration reflects the norm that 
chaste women could not speak about sexual matters — by retelling her sexual assault 

in such detail, she would be branded as unchaste. Paradoxically, her purity would 

also be questioned by the very fact that she could describe the sexual act; an hon-

est and reputable woman could do no such a thing because she lacked the knowl-

edge of such matters. By talking about her violent encounter in such explicit detail, 

she would be tainted, because “a rape victim’s honour, no matter how she strug-

gled, was thought to be irrevocably tarnished according to bourgeois values. … 

the injured lady may be chaste as unsunned snow, she will never more be considered 

as immaculate” (Clark, Women’s Silence 29). While this statement refers to women 

of a higher rank, it is important to see that the problem of sexual assault exceeds 

class; if a woman was raped, whether she was of the higher or lower classes did not 

matter. Rape is a gender matter of all things, and the shame that it brings with itself 

affects women regardless of social status.
Tipple evidently felt impure because of what had been done to her and coarse 

for discussing such experiences. her shame, thus, serves the purposes of her inter-

rogator; by admitting that she was ashamed, she passively takes responsibility for 
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what happened to her (at least partially). Indeed, the barrister used her vulnerabil-

ity against her, twisting her words in a way that would disprove her claim of being 

raped. The inquiry about how Tipple’s petticoats were held up is a particularly good 
example of how her claims were discredited:

What kept your coats up? 

 — he took his knee up when he unbuttoned his breeches; he was 

on the bed and my coats kept up. 

Did they keep up of their own accord or did you keep them up? 

 — he kept them up to be sure. 

Now, how did he keep them up, he had not three hands, had he? 

 — No. 

Now, let us dispose of the two; how did he keep them up? 

 — I cannot tell. (OBP)

Even though Sarah Tipple stated that it was John Curtis who held her petticoats up, 

all the while kneeling upon her and making it impossible for her to resist, the logic 

of the investigator was clear: if the alleged rapist was using one hand to hold her 

down and another one to hold up her petticoats, then how could he unbutton his 

trousers? Clearly, he was implying that Sarah Tipple held her petticoats up willingly, 

hinting that she might have consented to the advances of John Curtis. Another pos-

sibility is that judges (and often the public at large) simply enjoyed the game of sham-

ing and liked hearing specifics of the assault:

Judges and counsels would subject a victim to rigorous cross-exami-

nation, questioning her as to how her assailant could stop her mouth, 

hold her hands, pull up her petticoats and pull down his breeches all 

at the same time. In part, this curiosity stemmed from crude pruri-

ence; rape victims sometimes faced laughter from the galleries when 

they attempted to testify and transcripts of rape trials were sold as tit-

illating literature. (Clark, Women’s Silence 54)

By toying with the plaintiff, the trial became more exciting and entertaining also 
for lawyers and jurors in the courtroom. The attitude here is clear: she was never 

taken seriously. While Tipple had hoped that the law would protect her, the men 
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of law made a fool of her for their own amusement. Using the language of conde-

scension and mockery, the barrister provoked and humiliated Tipple (“Now, how 

did he keep them up, he had not three hands, had he?”; “Now, let us dispose 

of the two; how did he keep them up?”). The style and tone of these questions sug-

gest that the violated woman and her claims are not taken seriously — subtly pre-

dicting the verdict of the trial.

Even though the violated woman was not asked whether she consented or not, 

she still had to prove that she did not consent to the sexual act, and she had to give 

further justification why she put herself in a position where she could be attacked 
(Krueger 152). Her lack of self-defence could undermine her claim of not having 
consented, and it could also serve as an excuse for attack and humiliation.

Will you tell us how he managed to bring his private parts to your’s, can 
you account how he did that? 

 — No. 

Did you cross your legs? 

 — No. 

It did not occur to you that that would be a good way to stop him; did you 

keep your legs a little wider that usual? 

 — I don’t know that I did. 
Don’t you know that you did not? 

 — I don’t know that I did not. I should have thought keeping the legs close 
would be the best way to prevent him; … (OBP)

Inquiring whether she kept her legs closed or whether she widened them insinuates 

again that Tipple, in fact, may have welcomed Curtis’s approach. The barrister 
not only questions her credibility, but he also lectures her on how she should have 

defended herself: “I should have thought keeping the legs close would be the best 

way to prevent him.” The demeanour of the investigator illustrates the popular 

belief that the prevention of rape lay mainly on women; if women did not try 

to avoid sexual violence with all their strength, men could not be held entirely 

responsible, as it was generally agreed upon that men had the right to appropri-

ate the female body. Rape was not necessarily the result of urgent sexual desire; 

“rather, men who raped believed that sex involved the ‘taking of women’” (Clark, 
Women’s Silence 7), an action to which they thought they had the right. According 
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to eighteenth-century English rape law, it should have been Sarah Tipple’s obliga-

tion to avert the assault, which she failed to do; therefore, referring back to the “myth 

of the unrapeable woman,” Sarah Tipple was not resisting hard enough or genu-

inely enough the advances of John Curtis, and so she consented to the sexual act.

The verdict of the trial was “not guilty” (OBP), but not because there was evi-

dence that rape did not occur. In fact, it is never explicitly stated whether the jury 

believed Tipple’s accusation or not (although it is safe to assume they did not think 
John Curtis guilty). The decision arose from a seemingly irrelevant detail: Sarah 

Tipple said she did not know anyone in London, whereas it turned out during the trial 

that she had a relative in the city. With this, the original question of whether she 

was raped or not seemed to become irrelevant, revealing that throughout the trial, 

she was the one under interrogation. Since the cross-examination aimed to prove 

that she was lying, we may conclude that it was Sarah Tipple who was on trial 

rather than John Curtis. She was never asked if she consented or not, and the fact 

that the perpetrator was violently assaulting her did not seem to interest the jury. 

The goal of the questions asked of her was not to prove that she was raped; it was 

to prove that she was not raped. Justice was not sought for her but for him. The per-

son whose fate was in question was John Curtis. Tipple’s trial is a clear example 
of “how lawyers manipulated a rhetoric of resistance to evince prosecutrices’ sex-

ual blameworthiness” (Krueger 153).
The language and rhetoric used against Tipple support the idea that women 

and their sexuality had to be kept under close control. A wealthy pub owner 

in the eighteenth century was worth more than a working-class single woman. Sarah 

Tipple did not belong to any man legally; therefore, providing justice for her was 

in nobody’s interest. Not only did she have to endure the indiscreet questioning 
of the court, but she was mocked and ridiculed by the very system she had hoped 

would protect her. her example shows how patriarchal society felt entitled to wom-

en’s sexuality, and how they used women, and their shame, for their own validation. 

“Rend away ThIs defIled Bosom” — Blake’s fIcTITIous couRTRoom

It was common among writers and poets of the late eighteenth century to revolt 

against the constraining ideas of the time, and especially social injustices. In his 

narrative poem, Visions of the Daughters of Albion, William Blake radically challenges 

the beliefs of his own time and depicts male sexuality as “overwhelmingly violent 
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and non-consensual rather than pleasurable” (Cogan 378). The poem tells the story 
of Oothoon, the “soft soul of America” (pl. 3.4), who, after plucking the “flower” 
of sexuality (pl. 3.13), embarks on a journey to experience sexual love with her 

beloved Theotormon. On her way to him, she is brutally raped by Bromion, after 

which neither Theotormon nor Bromion wants her; she is shamed by both of them, 

branded as impure and adulterous. In William Blake’s time, the forceful and vio-

lent nature of male sexual contact was more normalised than it would be today 

( Jackson-houlston 161). however, Blake recognised the oppression of women and 

challenged the way female sexuality and rape were perceived. Through Oothoon, 

he interrogates the way violated women were treated and denounces the ideas 

of “the patriarchal culture that condemns any form of female sexual liberation, 

even when it results from assault” (Krueger 149). Blake creates a courtroom setting 
in which his characters resemble figures in a rape trial:

Although Blake does not strictly structure VDA as a legal proceeding, 

the poem reflects some of its techniques. A trial’s major figures are 
present in a fictive courtroom — the cave. We hear from a prosecu-

trix, Oothoon; a defendant, Bromion; and a representative of the fam-

ily/patriarchy, Theotormon, who has had his property-to-be/lover 

pilfered. We are introduced to a judge, Urizen … , who functions 

doubly as a regulator of crime and punishment for perpetrators and 

victims. In the Daughters of Albion a group of peers/courtroom 

audience hears Oothoon’s tale. We might interpret the Daughters 
as rape victims who echo Oothoon’s sighs because they identify 
with her. (Krueger 155)

The language used by the male oppressors in Blake’s poem is harsher and more 
immediate than in actual, real-life rape trials, yet the resemblance is indisputable. 

Oothoon is called derogatory names, is held responsible, and is treated as a prop-

erty rather than an individual.

At the beginning of the poem, Oothoon is depicted as an ideal woman. The text 

repeatedly mentions that she is a virgin (“I trembled in my virgin fears” [pl. 2.4]), 

who is presumably loved by Theotormon. Yet she is also disruptive, as she is con-

fident in her sexuality and free of shame: “I loved Theotormon / And I was not 
ashamed” (pl. 2.1–2). On her way to meet Theotormon, she is raped by Bromion. 
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The word “rape” is never used by Blake; he refers to Oothoon’s brutal experience 
as “rent her with his thunders” (pl. 3.18). Krueger suggests that by staying away from 
the word “rape,” Blake might imply that Oothoon was either not forced into sexual 

intercourse or, which is also my contention, he draws attention to how language can 

be used to confuse societal beliefs about sexual violence. Given that “to rend” means 

to take or tear something violently, the question of whether rape actually happened 

should not be under dispute. Importantly, Oothoon does not belong to any man: she 

has no father figure, and she is not the wife of Theotormon; thus, it is almost cer-
tain that during an actual trial, Oothoon would have received the same treatment 

as Sarah Tipple. Janczer Csikós’s interpretation supports this idea:

Oothoon, though a daughter in name, does not belong to either 

father or husband so the violence against her, in effect, would not 
be regarded as a punishable crime. Without the support of a trust-

worthy male, Oothoon’s case would have been met with suspicion, 
especially because not only Oothoon’s body, “her character” also 
is ruined by her rapist. (“Or wert thou” 45)

Since Oothoon is only a “daughter” in name and does belong to any authorita-

tive male figure, she is no-one’s property. Thus, technically, nobody’s rights have 
been violated, no man’s property was damaged. Moreover, her rape seems to fit 
the “myth of the unrapeable woman,”according to which an honest, respectable 

woman cannot be raped. Oothoon’s suggested pregnancy (“and protect the child / 
of Bromion’s rage, that Oothoon shall put forth in nine moon’s time” [pl. 4.2–3]) 
would have further discredited her in the courtroom, as it was believed that rape 

cannot result in pregnancy. According to the medical jurisprudence of the day, 

“pregnancy was commonly taken as absolute proof of consensual sex since concep-

tion was thought to be inconceivable in cases of rape” (Cogan 378).
In the eyes of society, the sexual assault she experienced turns the ideal woman 

into a fallen woman. Oothoon “the mild” (pl. 3.9–10) becomes Oothoon “the har-

lot” (pl. 3.20), a turning point that depicts how language and rhetoric could over-

turn women’s reputation within a short time: “Bromion speaks to Oothoon, saying 
to her in plate 4, ‘thy soft American plains are mine and mine’ and suggesting that 
her body is ‘stampt with [his] signet.’ This imprint lays hold of her first sexual expe-

rience and forever brands her with rape, a mark that society will associate with 
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sexual ruin and dishonour” (Krueger 158). As a single woman, Oothoon should 
have stayed “inside,” where she would have been safe; by “going out” to meet her 

beloved, she willingly put herself in the position of being attacked and raped, a situ-

ation to which today’s society would say that she was “asking for it” ( Janczer Csikós, 
“Or wert thou” 45). Krueger also supports this reading: 

Women were instructed constantly to guard their bodies and sexual-

ity, and any slippage in conscientiousness of this self-protection was 

used against them in the court and by society at large. In building 

a vision of Oothoon as errant, first wandering, then flying hastily 
to see her lover, Blake’s words echo the sentiment of society: Oot-
hoon was not aware of her surroundings, and thus she is culpable 

for the attack. (157)

Oothoon’s condemnation resonates with the ideas of the time: she rushed to her 
lover, naked and carefree, putting herself out in danger. In this sense, Bromion can-

not be blamed for raping her; she did not guard herself; in fact, it could easily seem 

as if she purposefully “gave” herself for rape. 

Immediately after her physical violation, the rapist shames her verbally: 

“Bromion spoke. behold this harlot here on Bromions bed” (pl. 3.20). The assailant 

insults her, putting the responsibility on her as, presumably, he is sure that Oothoon 

brought her rape upon herself (Ostriker 157). In theory, rape laws did not exclude 

harlots from prosecuting rape, as pointed out by Janczer Csikós: “And although, the-

oretically, even a harlot had the lawful right to prosecute for rape, in fact if a woman 

did not behave in a pure and sexless manner, she had only herself to blame for incit-

ing the ‘artless sincerity of natural passion’ in men, in other words she invited rape” 
(“Or wert thou” 45). Janczer Csikós states that because Oothoon willingly set out 

on a journey to find Theotormon and make love to him, she was assumed to have 
made herself available to rape voluntarily. This could add to the idea that men gener-

ally believed they had the right to female sexuality; in the eyes of Bromion, Oothoon 

was already “free prey,” and thus, his action could not be seen as rape. From this 

point of view, only a very small number of rape cases could be recognised as “gen-

uine”; if a woman left her assigned “space,” she was already inviting sexual assault.

Oothoon does not stay silent but voices her pain and ill-use. however, her woes 

fall upon deaf ears. Even her almost-lover, Theotormon, turns out to be a passive 
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listener; in fact, it is Oothoon who comforts him amidst his lamentations: “Why 

does Theotormon sit weeping upon a threshold; / And Oothoon hovers by his 

side, perswading him in vain” (pl. 4.23–24). It turns out that Theotormon does 

not cry for Oothoon and her pain; he cries for himself and the stain that has fallen 

upon his honour. In this sense, Oothoon is only a passive participant in the game 

of two powerful males. We may suspect that Bromion did not rape Oothoon out 

of desire but rather to make Theotormon jealous, an aim that is achieved, as stated 

in plate 4: “he [Theotormon] rolld his waves around, / And folded his jealous 

black waters round the adulterate pair” (5–6). This section of the poem shows how 

Theotormon refuses to hear Oothoon but has no problem listening to Bromion, sub-

stantiating the idea that Bromion’s assault was not the result of sexual desire but 
that of male rivalry (“Now thou maist marry Bromions harlot, and protect the child 

/ Of Bromions rage, that Oothoon shall put forth in nine moons time” [pl. 4.2–

3]). Bromion took something that belonged to (or rather, would have belonged to) 

Theotormon, making Theotormon the violated party and not Oothoon. Even if “offi-

cially” or legally she does not belong to anyone, Oothoon is still defined by the men 
around her rather than existing as an individual in her own right.

When the question of honour comes up, it is posed at the male character; however, 

when it comes to culpability, Theotormon points to Oothoon by calling them an “adul-

terate pair” (pl. 4.6) — it is clear that he finds Oothoon just as guilty as Bromion, 
if not more so. he does not listen or even look at her (“If Theotormon once would 

turn his loved eyes upon me” [pl. 5.16]), and the corresponding image (pl. 6)2 clearly 

shows he is only concerned about himself. Ultimately, it is Oothoon’s immodesty that 
makes Theotormon turn away from her — she was raped and turned into “damaged 

goods” because she was ready to fully live up to her sexuality. As Ostriker argues, 

“[Theotormon] cannot look Oothoon in her intellectual and erotic eye as she main-

tains her spiritual virginity and offers him her love, not only because she is dam-

aged goods but because she is taking the sexual initiative instead of being ‘modest’” 
(157). Theotormon, who represents traditional values and male pride, cannot han-

dle Oothoon’s free sexuality. He is shown weeping, head bent down, while Oothoon 
is observing him from above, naked, with chains around her ankle — a tiny yet very 

important detail, depicting how Oothoon is trapped by force in a vulnerable posi-

tion. Theotormon is fully clothed, and Oothoon is fully naked, revealing the power 

dynamics between them. Oothoon’s nakedness shows how exposed to the violence 

2 See in The William Blake Archive here.

https://blakearchive.org/copy/vda.a?descId=vda.a.illbk.06
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of the patriarchal system she has become. She is abandoned both by the rapist 

(who did not want her in the first place but used her as a tool in male rivalry), and 
by the man she loves. In the eyes of her beloved, she became damaged goods, which 

an honourable man could not have possibly welcomed (Krueger 160).
Oothoon is a victim of a conflict between males, both physically and mentally; 

after her brutal rape, she must endure objectification and shaming. To visualise 
male oppression, Blake depicts Oothoon on plate 5 lying on a phallic-shaped cloud, 

limbs spread out, while an eagle is devouring her.3 The eagle belongs to Theotormon 

(“And calling Theotormons Eagles to prey upon her flesh” [pl. 4.15]), so she is now 
victimised for the second time, not only by individual men, but by male oppres-

sion and the patriarchal system in general, which objectifies the female body. This 
claim may be substantiated by the fact that Theotormon never accuses or even crit-

icises Bromion for his sexual violence, as pointed out by Kruger: “he [Theotormon] 
laments the destruction of his vision of treasured chastity and the depreciation of his 

prospective property. Theotormon’s testimony only bears witness to his selfish patri-
archal sense of honour” (160). It is not the act of rape that sends him into ordeal; 

in his perception, it was his sense of masculinity that had been raped, not Oothoon 

herself. This makes Oothoon, and thus, all women, an object through which male 

pride is validated. However, Oothoon defiantly “wishes to have sexual experience 
without guilt” (Connolly 53). She rejects the idea that her sexuality is defined by her 
previous violent encounter, and demands it back. By depicting her lying on a phal-

lic symbol, VDA may suggest that despite her rape, she is ready to experience sex-

ual love again and to “engage in joy” ( Janczer Csikós, “Or wert thou” 51).

By giving voice to Oothoon as if pleading before a court, William Blake takes 

issue with the patriarchal ideology of his time. She demands her right to her own 

sexuality and wishes “to cleanse her body and clear her name of the crime com-

mitted against her” (Krueger 159). She does not see herself as the men around her 
do — dirty and shameful — but calls with a “holy voice” to the “kings of the sound-

ing air” (pl. 4.16) in order to “rend away this defiled bosom that I may reflect / 
The image of Theotormon on my pure transparent breast” (pl. 4.17–18). The word 

“rend” is used here again, the same word that was used earlier to describe her rape. 

Just as her honour was forcefully taken away, Oothoon now wants to forcefully take 

it back, even if it means that she must break with the views of society (Krueger 159). 
She refers to herself as “holy,” thus elevating her purity to a sacred level that cannot 

3 See in The William Blake Archive here.

https://blakearchive.org/copy/vda.a?descId=vda.a.illbk.05
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be questioned by any man-made law. According to Kruger, Oothoon “describes 
the symbolic process of salvation that she wishes to receive from the court and soci-

ety” (159). I would argue that “salvation” is not the right word here, as it would imply 

that Oothoon is guilty. But she calls herself “holy”; she refuses to be viewed as a sin-

ner (even if in the eyes of society, she had “sinned” and deserves to be punished). 

Therefore, it is not “salvation” she is asking for, but rather acknowledgement from 

the other party (i.e. the patriarchal system) that she was never the one to be blamed. 

She refers to herself as “pure” numerous times, even explicitly directing her words 

to Theotormon: “Arise my Theotormon I am pure” (pl. 4.30). Theotormon himself 

is a victim of an ideology, which “glorifies male aggressiveness, as much as ... fem-

inine purity” (Ostriker 157). Oothoon’s statement is rhetorically immensely impor-
tant. She calls out the patriarchal system and interrogates the ideology according 

to which women and their worth are defined by their sexual purity. By referring 
to herself as pure and demanding the removal of the stigma falsely placed upon 

her, she refuses to be defined by her traumatic experience, and by extension, she 
also challenges the system that put her on trial and shamed her for something that 

was beyond her control.

Through the figure of Oothoon, William Blake exposes the fallacy of the rheto-

ric of rape trials and the way rape victims are handled. Instead of enduring the flood 
of questions and the humiliation violated women had to face, Oothoon dares to ask 

back: “How can I be defiled when I reflect thy image pure?” (pl. 6.17). By being 
the one asking the questions, she overturns the trial. She becomes the interroga-

tor, while Bromion and Theotormon (representatives of the patriarchal system that 

had violated and shamed her) are now the ones to answer. her lamentation makes 

the audience question why women must answer and take responsibility for a crime 

that was committed against them. It raises the question of why it is not the violent 

man who is being held accountable for a crime he committed. Oothoon’s questions 
are left unanswered, just as she remains a fallen woman in the eyes of a society that 

is invested in the upholding of male hegemony. This is a system that allows lan-

guage to be used to shame and humiliate others, even in a legal setting, by using 

derogatory terms, asking double-edged questions, and forcing the victim into vul-

nerable positions where everything they say will be twisted in a way that their state-

ments can be used against them.
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Oothoon’s futile demand to be heard as well as her entrapment in a system 
that does not acknowledge her are depicted in the frontispiece of VDA.4 The three 

main characters of the poem — Oothoon, Bromion, and Theotormon — are seen 

in a cave, physically all so very close to each other that it is suffocating, yet they are 
very far away from each other. The isolated cave only strengthens Oothoon’s status 
in a world ruled by men. She is positioned between the two male figures, chained 
to her rapist, showing that she physically belongs to him (Connolly 17), yet her head 

is posed towards her almost-lover, Theotormon. Their positions represent the men-

tal state they are in, as Tristanne J. Connolly pointed out: “Bromion bound and rag-

ing, Oothoon bound yet graceful, suffering, not seeing her binding as a necessity, 
and Theotormon wound up in self torment” (17). The cave they are in could also 

symbolise a mental space: since the shape of the cave resembles a skull, the three 

figures inside it may represent the ideas and perceptions of womanhood that dom-

inated society. Connolly’s claim that Oothoon’s body language suggests that she 
should not be punished further underlines that Oothoon does not think of herself 

as a sinner; her anguish does not stem from a sense of impurity but from unjust 

treatment. Bromion does not look at her, but into the distance. Theotormon too 

ignores her, as he is seen bending his head into his folded arms, presumably cry-

ing over his honour, which had been stained when Oothoon was raped. Oothoon 

is the one positioned the lowest, with her head bent down and her arms painfully 

twisted and locked behind her back. The image reflects how she is forcefully subju-

gated by patriarchy, which shames her and handles her as an object.

conclusIon

Eighteenth-century rape trials did not provide justice for women, but as we could 

see from their rhetorical manoeuvres, their main aim was to ensure that men and 

their properties would be safely protected. Both the trial of Sarah Tipple and 

William Blake’s Visions of the Daughters of Albion demonstrate how language was 

used to shame women, whether by asking humiliating and exposing questions (“did 

you keep your legs a little wider than usual?”) or using insulting terms (“harlot”). 

Single women who decided to seek justice and prosecute those who did them wrong 

found themselves faced with a grim reality: the system they believed in put them 

in vulnerable positions, while the judges and juries used their power to publicly 

4 See in The William Blake Archive here.

https://blakearchive.org/copy/vda.a?descId=vda.a.illbk.11
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humiliate those seeking legal redress. Like the heroine of Mary Hays’ novel, sin-

gle women who decided to prosecute found themselves up against a system built 

upon male authority.

Hays’ character did not legally prosecute her assailant but merely voiced the idea, 
only to be crushed by her rapist and the patriarchal society she lived in. Eighteenth-

century courtrooms often turned into a crime scene for women: after being physically 

assaulted, the violated woman had to endure psychological assault by a courtroom 

of men. Unlike the heroine of Mary hays, Oothoon does raise her voice in “court,” 

and thus, William Blake’s Visions of the Daughters of Albion may be seen as a poetic 

response to trials like Sarah Tipple’s. By examining both cases — one legal and 

the other literary-fictional — one might raise the question of whether it was worth 
trying to pursue justice. What awaited the prosecutrix was most likely more shame, 

but this time in front of an audience, which contained the possibility that one’s name 
and dignity will forever be tainted. In his narrative poem, William Blake not only 

exposes the fallacy of the system, but he also envisions a future where women will 

have the courage to publicly denounce it. He depicts Oothoon’s ordeal as a com-

munal experience to which the daughters of Albion — and thus, all women — can 

relate: “The Daughters of Albion hear her woes, and echo back her sighs.” Blake 

uses literature as a mirror through which he reflects on the atrocious realities of his 
age while lending a powerful voice to those who cannot express their pain so that 

their complaints might be heard.
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early nineteenth-century female poets, focusing chiefly on the innovative aspects of their Moon repre-
sentations. The lunar poetry of Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Charlotte Smith, Mary Robinson, Helen 
Maria Williams, Mary Tighe, and Felicia Hemans relies partly on past conventions while bravely 
departing from traditional representations and seeking new directions. In their works, the Moon 
becomes the site for synthesising not only the past and present but also light and darkness, reason 

and fancy, beauty and sublimity, science and myth, coldness and congeniality. The pieces seem 

to fit neatly into the concept of Feminine Romanticism, as coined by Anne K. Mellor, espousing 
a deconstruction of hierarchies between the subject and Nature. However, the analyses of the Moon 
motif in these poems may shed light on how Mellor’s framework could be reconsidered and extended.

It would prove to be an exceedingly difficult endeavour to find an image as per-
vasive in literary works and as multifaceted as that of the Moon. Departing from 
the celestial body’s classical associations with the goddess Diana or Artemis, and 

hence with femininity, chastity, and, quite paradoxically, fertility, one can trace its 
trajectory throughout diverse epochs and survey its numerous successive connota-

tions with mysticism, superstition, the passage of time and changes in mental and 
bodily functions. Although lovers furtively dash to their secret appointments under 
the cover of the night, many refrain from placing complete trust in moonlight due 

https://doi.org/10.53720/OMLM7834


“BLEST COnTEMPLATIOn’S PLACID FRIEnD”

41

to its perceived volatility: “O, swear not by the moon, the inconstant moon, / That 

monthly changes in her circled orb” (Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet 2.2.109–110). 

Her unreliability propelled the Romans to call her an outright liar, the Luna mendax 

( Jensen 95), while the eighteenth-century Lunar Society, constituted by the preem-

inent figures of scientific thought, relied on her guidance on their way home from 
their secret meetings (Mheallaigh 14). Despite her changing nature, the women 

poets of the early Romantic and Romantic period to be discussed in the pre-

sent study depict the Moon as a sisterly, soothing associate; she is not the witness 

of the rendezvous but the one with whom a clandestine meeting is arranged.

The primary undertaking of this article is to scrutinise the thus-far relatively 
neglected lunar poetry of the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century female 
poets, pinpointing the correspondences and differences between their portray-

als of the Moon. The scope of the essay extends to the works of Anna Laetitia 
Barbauld (1743–1825), Charlotte Smith (1749–1806), Mary Robinson (1757–1800), 

Helen Maria Williams (1759–1827), Mary Tighe (1772–1810), and Felicia Hemans 
(1793–1835), but writings of earlier and later authors and even of various genres 
receive a mention to contextualise the pieces. Arguably, the image of the Moon 
prevalent in the poetry of these women writers is created via a juxtaposition of con-

trasting characteristics that may co-exist without negating one another. The paper 

will explore how the representations of the Moon may destabilise the light-dark-

ness dichotomy by blending the qualities traditionally associated with the elements 
of the dualism. The Moon inspires both the faculties of reason and of imagination 
in the course of the persona’s nocturnal excursions; in addition, she is conceived 
to be simultaneously beautiful and sublime in the Burkean sense, a gentle compan-

ion who also happens to be the cold and mighty Queen of the Night. Though evi-
dently entrenched in the neoclassical and earlier representational conventions, their 

utilisations of the Moon trope are not devoid of innovation since the Moon’s spe-

cial status as both a cherished confidante and an unfathomable entity is unique.
By virtue of the celestial orb’s affectionate yet cold disposition, these lunar poems 

form part of Anne K. Mellor’s suggested alternative canon of Romanticism, Feminine 
Romanticism. The representative works of Feminine Romanticism reject rigid hier-
archies and treat Nature with familiarity and intimacy (3). Albeit the “ecstatic 
experience of co-participation in nature” erases fixed binaries, Mellor’s definition 
conveys the impression that there is a tension between the perception of the nat-
ural world as an “overwhelming power,” engendering the Burkean sublime, and 
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the Feminine Romantics’ genial, caring nature (97). This dichotomy can dissolve 

when the speaker is simultaneously alarmed by the enigmatic aura of the astronom-

ical object and comforted by her amiability.

Light and darkness in Western thinking

One can maintain without hesitation that Western systems of thought are struc-

tured by the light-darkness binary, with a clear preference exhibited for daylight. 
Jacques Derrida considers the light v. darkness opposition “the founding metaphor 
of Western philosophy as metaphysics” (27). The beginning of the Gospel of John 
immediately comes to mind as a testimony to how light is conventionally assigned 

a positive value, signalling presence and life, while darkness is associated with 
absence and death. Additionally, light renders things visible and knowable, hence 

“the Enlightenment yearned for the splendour of the sun” (Brown, “Romanticism 
and Enlightenment” 41), while darkness is equated with ignorance, superstition, 
and religious mysticism.

Ruth Salvaggio offers a feminist critique of the Enlightenment by calling atten-

tion to how in hierarchical systems of representation, “phenomena that proved diffi-

cult to control — madness, fluidity, colour, shade, and darkness — took on a feminine 
demeanour” (x). The fall of dusk often demarcates the limits of the comprehensible, 
and it is no coincidence that in Greek mythology, the dominion of the night is ruled 
by Nyx. As the female embodiment of the threat of primaeval darkness, she rep-

resents the antithesis to the masculine vitality of the day (Bronfen 20). Numerous 
efforts have been made to terminate the hitherto unrivalled reign of light; Martin 
Heidegger found that it is imperative to “learn to acknowledge the dark as some-

thing unavoidable” since “the dark is the secret of life,” essential for what he calls 
the “unconcealment of truth” or Aletheia (qtd. in Burik 355). The mildly glowing 
Moon in the poems to be analysed can function as a liminal “conceptual space” 
where the ostensibly contradictory qualities of the light v. darkness dichotomy exist 
side-by-side (Mheallaigh 3).

Jennifer Keith contends that, more generally, a sense of intense isolation perme-

ates the poetry of the late eighteenth century, provoking an interrogation of the via-

bility of past systems and models, and manifesting itself in “a poetic vision where 
social, poetic, and metaphysical comforts drop away” (272). The end of the eight-
eenth century is also the time when a “revolution in female manners” unfolded, 
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demanding the acknowledgement of women’s rationality and right to equal treat-
ment (qtd. in Mellor 33). Various groups of female intellectuals devoted themselves 
to the improvement of women’s lives, pressing for economic and educational reforms 
(Mellor 39). Yet, the literature of the period is frequently discussed in negative 
terms, inserted into a narrative of development as a “miniature dark ages,” after 
which Romanticism shines forth (Keith 271–272). Marshall Brown’s Preromanticism 

(1991) utilises the prefix as a marker of distinction, an indicator of a failed innova-

tory project, and Keith sets out to apply a similar classification in her own account 
of the era (271–273). The selection of lunar poems perused in this essay could defy 
both of these suggested approaches due to their inventive and reconciliatory aspects.

Journey by MoonLight

As darkness falls, the personae of the many poems written by women in the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries retreat to the tender night, contemplating 

the trials and tribulations of the day by the comforting moonlight. During these sol-

itary saunters highly suitable for self-scrutiny and cogitation, the speakers withdraw 
from the diurnal spaces and gain access to a “countersite” to the day, a Bakhtinian 
chronotope (Bronfen 110). In the nocturnal scenes of the poems, time and space 
become inseparable (Bakthin 84); it is only by the “pale beam” of the Moon that 
the speaker in Charlotte Smith’s piece “alone and pensive” “delight[s] to stray” 
(“Sonnet IV” ll. 1–2). Elisabeth Bronfen underlines how the night is simultaneously 

“another way of reckoning time; a time that cannot be reckoned; a time of reckoning” 
(xi). With the setting of the sun, a territory becomes accessible where time appears 
to pass differently; the meticulously ordered and partitioned hours of the day are 
replaced by a fluid temporality which may bewilder the senses. This period per-
ceptibly cannot be accounted for within the conventional chronological frame. 
Consequently, the chronotope of the night is ideal for intense and undisturbed med-

itation, facilitated by the stimulating company of the Moon. The nocturnal space-
time is also fit to be regarded as “bounded and unbound; a sanctuary, a promise, 
and a chance” (xiii). Even if the arrival of the dawn is inevitable, the soothing dark-

ness seems to surround the subject, thus providing an opportunity for introspection 
and to beseech the Muse. Nevertheless, parts of the nocturnal landscape are bathed 
in “soft and shadowy colours” of the moonbeam, resulting in a “chequer’d scene” 
where light and shadow coexist (Barbauld, “Verses Written in an Alcove” ll. 3–4).
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Contemplation in the company of the Moon is far from being a static activ-

ity in these poems. Indeed, nightly perambulations or, to borrow Amato’s expres-

sion, “noctambulations” (165) constitute a special category of leisurely, pensive 
walks. A more general taste was developed for solitary strolling in the era, evolving 
from a merely pragmatic undertaking into a “‘poetic’ mode of locomotion offering 
a sense of communion and an elevated state of mind” (Amato 103). Undisturbed 
by daylight struggles, one can explore the time and terrain of seemingly endless pos-
sibilities. The case of the female noctambulator deserves special consideration since 
nightly walks could be seen as subversive when embarked on by women. Walking 
was generally held to be a masculine activity; nocturnal walks for women were not 
only perilous but also discouraged and heavily judged because of their sexual con-

notations (Solnit 234–235). 

In Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s “A Summer Evening’s Meditation,” the vibrant 

rays of the “sultry tyrant” impede contemplation and, therefore, the composition 
of poetry, while the “more grateful hours” of shielding darkness and the gentle 
glow of the stars and the Moon facilitate such endeavours (ll. 1–2). When the sight 
of the dazzling Sun ceases to torment the onlooker, the stars “with mild maiden 
beams / Of temper’d light, invite the cherish’d eye / To wander o’er their sphere” 
(ll. 4–6). The wanderer’s progression is, therefore, synchronous with the movement 
of her animated stare directed at the sky, which may now travel without hindrance. 
Therefore, the journey of the speaker is both terrestrial and cosmic. By drifting 
through the landscape without a clearly defined destination, the mind is also per-
mitted to wander and conquer uncharted areas. From the kinaesthetic energy orig-

inates a form of creative exuberance at every step.
The interconnectedness of the mental and physical activities of the female walker 

in particular leads Mellor to the conclusion that this way, a “subjectivity-in-process” 

is born, a form of “embodied consciousness” (160). Rambling and reflection may 
allow the surpassing of confines and engender a “union with self, nature, and oth-

ers” (Amato 102). As it will be demonstrated later on, the speakers’ non-hierarchical 
engagement with the elements of the landscape results in a shared sense of empa-

thy, chiefly catalysed by the Moon; nevertheless, the inherent otherness and inscru-

tability of the natural objects remain respected.
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reason and Fancy

Interactions between Fancy, Reason, and Contemplation are frequently featured 
in the late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century poems written by women. Fancy 

suffered from a poor reputation in the period because of its supposed connection 
with revolutionary fervency; female poetry was perceived as especially susceptible 
to being perilously fanciful ( J. C. Robinson, Unfettering Poetry 112). The superflu-

ity and rebelliousness of Fancy are generally embraced in the inspected lunar 
poems; nevertheless, Fancy is often accompanied by Contemplation and Reason, 
which alternately concur, facilitate, or sometimes regulate the free flow of imagina-

tion. What is vital for the present study is that Fancy, Contemplation, and Reason 
become feminised alike as a consequence of their common tie to the Moon.

Mary Wollstonecraft, in her An Historical and Moral View of the Origin and Progress 
of the French Revolution (1794), depicts rationality as both feminine and Moon-like: 

“Reason has, at last, shown her captivating face, beaming with benevolence; and 
it will be impossible for the dark hand of despotism again to obscure its radiance, 
or the lurking dagger of subordinate tyrants to reach her bosom” (qtd. in Mellor 68). 
From the middle of the eighteenth century, more and more periodicals were pub-

lished to cater to a growing female readership, acknowledging “women’s rational 
capacity and fitness for intellectual pursuits” (Batchelor 33). The Lady’s Magazine 
emerged as one of the most prominent periodicals in the late eighteenth century, 
introducing on its pages “every thing that can improve and embellish the Female 

Mind, or be esteemed a Branch of Female Education” (“Address to the Fair Sex” 3). 
Fascinatingly, in its earliest issues, the magazine featured numerous pieces by a con-

tributor called “The Female Rambler” seeking to instruct women on “how to travel 
through the world” and drawing attention to the limitations on female movement 
(Batchelor 54, 56). Kinesthetics and cogitation once again appearing as intertwined, 
it is hardly surprising that on the occasion of moonlit walks, the celestial orb becomes 

“Blest Contemplation’s placid friend” (Robinson, “Ode to the Moon” l. 2).
Although contemplation was normatively assessed to be a masculine occu-

pation, a gradual shift occurred in its perception during the eighteenth century 
(Browning 404). In Mary Darwall’s “The Pleasures of Contemplation,” deep reflec-

tion is enjoyed primarily in the company of feminine astronomical objects:
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QUEEN of the halycon breast, and heavenward eye, 
Sweet Contemplation, with thy ray benign 

Light my lone passage thro’ this vale of life, 
And raise the siege of Care! This silent hour 
To thee is sacred, when the star of Eve, 
Like Dian’s Virgins trembling ere they bathe, 
Shoots o’er the Hesperian wave its quivering ray. (ll. 1–7)

While “Sweet Contemplation” is directly linked to the Moon due to her “ray benign” 
and as a queen of the “heavenward eye” in Darwall’s work, Barbauld’s Contemplation 
is more closely connected to the female walker who can finally depart from home 
as the night begins to fall, and can immerse herself in uninterrupted ponderings:

… ’Tis now the hour 

When Contemplation, from her sunless haunts, 
The cool damp grotto, or the lonely depth 

Of unpierc’d woods, where wrapt in solid shade 

She mused away the gaudy hours of noon, 
And fed on thoughts unripen’d by the sun, 
Moves forward; and with radiant finger points 
To yon blue concave swell’d by breath divine. (ll. 17–24)

The “solid shade” of the woods or her cave is wrapped around Contemplation 
almost like a nightgown or a shawl. Just like the persona, she is forced to spend 
the hours of daylight inside, in the enclosed, private sphere of the grotto, and muse 
away the time when the circumstances are not yet provided for the free flow of ideas. 
Only at the dead of night, the “the noon of thought” (l. 51), can Contemplation 
finally make her departure from the shadowy shelter, and subsequent to an unsat-
isfying meal consisting of “thoughts unripen’d by the sun” (l. 22), she entreats 
the speaker to indulge in an uninhibited study of the sky and the crescent Moon 
as “wisdom mounts her zenith with the stars” (l. 52).

Rational reflections are habitually invoked by the experience of the chang-

ing nature of the Moon in these poems. The speaker is reminded of the ephem-

erality of life, the materiality of the body and its inevitable physical deterioration. 
Charlotte Smith’s “Sonnet XLIV. Written in the Church Yard at Middleton 
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in Sussex” confronts the reader with the shocking sight of the human remains 
which were washed out by the forceful flood engendered by the Moon: “Lo! their 
bones whiten in the frequent wave; / But vain to them the winds and waters rave” 
(ll. 10–12). The spectator of this arresting scene is prompted to consider her own 
impermanence and feels envious of the deceased, being exhausted by the storms 
of life. On account of her seemingly supernatural powers and repeated disappear-
ance and re-appearance in the sky, the Moon becomes the herald of mortality 
in Mary Robinson’s ode as well: 

And as I mark, thy faint reclining head, 
Sinking on Ocean’s pearly bed; 
Let Reason tell my soul, thus all things fade. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Those eyes, that beam with Friendship’s ray, 

And glance ineffable delight, 
Shall shrink from life’s translucid day, 
And close their fainting orbs, in Death’s impervious night. (“Ode 
to the Moon” ll. 31–33, 55–58)

The parallels drawn between the reclining head, the closing eyes of the moribund 
and the dimming light of the orb are especially striking. The Moon as an ocular 
metaphor, originating in ancient times, is admirably versatile, interpretable both 

as an emblem of sympathy, a tearful eye beaming with the rays of Friendship, and 
as a memento mori, the closing eyes of the dying (Mheallaigh 24). The Moon’s opera-

tion as an effective reminder of mortality also derives from its fashioning in Western 
imagination as a heaven-like location where “the wretched may have rest” and 

“the sufferers of the earth perhaps may go, / Released by death” (Smith, “Sonnet 
IV. To the Moon” ll. 8–10). In antiquity, the Moon was commonly equated with 
the Elysian fields where those favoured by the gods dwelt after their retirement 
from their terrestrial existence (Montgomery 14). The mythological envision-

ing of the heavenly orb as Elysium arguably coincides with later Christian con-

ceptualisations of the Moon. Identified conventionally with Mary, the “Queen 
of Heaven” in Christian iconography (Otto 283–284), and with Queen Elizabeth 
from the 1580s (King 43), the celestial entity is endowed with qualities such as chas-
tity, gentleness, benevolence, and serenity. Similar to the attitude of the speaker 
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in “Sonnet XLIV. Written in the Church Yard at Middleton in Sussex,” the persona 
of “Sonnet IV. To the Moon” expresses her longing for the “benignant sphere” and 
that “I soon may reach thy world serene, / Poor wearied pilgrim — in this toiling 

scene!” (ll. 10, 13–14). Such desire resembles a longing to reunite with the mother.
The light of the Moon conjures up memories of things past, “of the years that for 

ever are fled” and “of joys that have vanish’d; of hopes that are dead / Of friend-

ships that were, and are not” (Tighe ll. 21–24). The sense of the tragic distance and 
inaccessibility of the lost time is intensified by the failing light of the Moon and 
the concomitant mournful aura permeating the nocturnal scene. The presence 
of the “melancholy orb” allows one to succumb to nostalgia and “mourn that hope 
to me in youth is lost” (Williams ll. 2, 12). Of considerable importance may be that 
Sappho, “the first poet of the Moon” (Mheallaigh 4), also accentuates the contrast 
between the permanence of the persona’s solitude and the advancing of time, accom-

panied by the changeful phases of the Moon:

Well, the moon has set 
And the Pleiades. It is the middle 

Of the night. And the hour passes by, 
But I sleep alone.

Sappho’s significance in the development of lunar poetry is undeniable since she 
renders the symbol of the Moon ever more intricate by bestowing new qualities 
upon it (Mheallaigh 24). Approaching the already familiar topos from a uniquely 
female perspective inaugurates new layers of meaning, such as the interplay 
of the Moon’s gazing eye and female desire, and, one may add, the link between 
the passing of time and female experience (Mheallaigh 24). Daniel Robinson high-

lights in his seminal work The Poetry of Mary Robinson: Form and Fame (2011) that 

Mary Robinson was commonly referred to as “the English Sappho” because of her 
attempted revisioning of the figure of the Sapphic poetess in her sonnet sequence 
entitled Sappho and Phaon (111–112). The connection between the transience of life 
and the female poet’s temporary reputation is one of the central concerns of these 
sonnets. The Moon bears witness to the self-destruction of Robinson’s Sappho 
in “Sonnet XLIII” and “XLIV. Conclusive” of the cycle; accordingly, a paral-
lel is drawn between the poetess’ professed passing into oblivion and the fading 
of the Moon. Naturally, waning is always followed by the period of waxing and 
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thus all hope should not be abandoned; this way, the periodical change of the orb 
is both disconcerting and comforting.

The “transitory beam” of the Moon, however, while leading to the recognition 
of existence’s finitude as “all things fade” (Robinson, “Ode to the Moon” l. 33), can also 
pacify the speaker “with FANCY’s aëry dream” (l. 22). The “moonlight composure” 
that steals over the mind of the speaker in Mary Tighe’s “To the Moon” is simulta-

neously “poetical, pensive, and sweet” (ll. 19–20). Moonlight can, therefore, enkin-

dle both sweet obliviousness to day-time troubles and a pensive mood. Enraptured 

by the mysteries of the night sky, Barbauld’s speaker is “seize’d in thought” while, 
at the same time, “on fancy’s wild and roving wing [she] sail[s], / From the green 
borders of the peopled earth (ll. 71–72). Nonetheless, the nocturnal scene also offers 
complete escape from the worries of the day. The landscape of Barbauld’s “Verses 
written in an Alcove” turns into the land of fairies where “pining grief and wasting 
anguish” “never keep their vigils” since “care was only made for day” (ll. 15–16, 12). 
The persona of Mary Robinson’s “Ode to the Moon” is similarly absorbed in a fan-

tastical vision by the moonlight:

And oft, amidst the shades of night 
I court thy undulating light; 

When Fairies dance around the verdant ring, 
Or frisk beside the bubbling spring, 
When the thoughtless SHEPHERD’S song 

Echoes thro’ the silent air. (ll. 7–12)

Robinson’s “thoughtless shepherd” is unconscious of the way the melody is composed 
and how it departs from his lips, with the notes bubbling up like the spring beside 
which the fairies perform their unfettered movements. The mild light of the Moon 
awakens Fancy and “can visionary thoughts impart, / And lead the Muse to soothe 
a suff’ring heart” (Williams ll. 13–14). Composition, requiring Fancy, is assisted 
by the inspiring beams of the Moon. Felicia Hemans also finds that the moonlit 
scene is the ideal location and time to encounter the Muse:

COME, gentle muse! now all is calm, 
The dew descends, the air is balm; 

Unruffled is the glassy deep, 
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While moon-beams o’er its bosom sleep 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Oh! at this hour, this placid hour, 
Soft music, wake thy magic pow’r! (ll. 1–4, 9–10)

Music and magic conjured by the placid Moon liberate the self from the con-

straints of daylight. These instances of self-abandonment could easily be labelled 
as Dionysian; accordingly, they can produce a harmonious collaboration 

as the “estranged, hostile or subjugated nature again celebrates her reconciliation 

with her lost son, man” (Nietzsche 26).
Mary Robinson points out in the Preface to Sappho and Phaon that there 

exists a tension between the all-consuming, Dionysian devotion and the rational, 

Apollonian aptitude for poetical form. Robinson writes that the story of Sappho 
“presented to my imagination such a lively example of the human mind, enlight-
ened by the most exquisite talents, yet yielding to the destructive controul [sic] 
of ungovernable passions” (6). Both the Apollonian apprehension of techne and 

restraint required to apply poetic structures and the Dionysian liberation of poetic 
imagination, the thoughtless, formless song, are instigated by the sight of the Moon. 
Intriguingly, in a later commentary on the sonnet, William Wordsworth conceives 
of the poetic form as an instance of “intense Unity” which resembles less an architec-

tural structure with distinct partitions and more like an “orbicular body, — a sphere” 
(qtd. in Curran 40).

Therefore, both the Apollonian stasis and the Dionysian dance-like, cycli-
cal appearance and vanishing of light likewise characterise these configurations 
of the Moon. As Sappho in Robinson’s Sappho and Phaon prepares to leap into 

the foams of the sea from the Leucadian cliffs due to her unrequited love for Phaon, 
evening steals over the scenery and Sappho’s “glowing, palpitating soul” greets 

“returning Reason’s placid beam” with a sigh of relief as it can “calm rebellious 
Fancy’s fev’rish dream” (“Sonnet XLIII” ll. 9–10, 12). Similarly, in the conclusive 

“Sonnet XLIV,” the Moon as “Celestial Sympathy, with humid eye, / Bids the light 
Sylph capricious Fancy fly” (ll. 2–3). The cosmic wanderings of Barbauld in her 

“A Summer Evening’s Meditation” end with the retreat of both faculties as “fancy 
droops, / And thought astonish’d stops her bold career” (ll. 98–99). Consequently, 
moonlight possesses the power to alternately bring about the unregulated flight 
of fancy and the reawakening of reason, the undisturbed state of inspiration and 
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the sensible realisation of evanescence, being both the locale and the catalyst for 
the unification of impulse and rationality.

the subLiMe and the beautiFuL

The apparently irreconcilable aesthetic categories of the sublime and the beautiful, 
as defined by Edmund Burke, also dwell side by side in these poems. The reunion 
of these two qualities is inherent in the Moon’s identification with Diana, the grace-

ful yet dangerous huntress. Charlotte Smith’s persona in her “Sonnet XLIV. Written 
in the Church Yard at Middleton in Sussex” acknowledges the arresting abilities 
of the “mute arbitress of tides” (l. 1), paying homage to Shakespeare’s “governess 
of floods” (A Midsummer Night’s Dream 2.1.103). Her power is sublime since it is aston-

ishing and unsettling, fitted “to excite the ideas of pain, and danger” (Burke 36):

Press’d by the Moon, mute arbitress of tides, 
While the loud equinox its pow’r combines, 
The sea no more its swelling surge confines, 
But o’er the shrinking land sublimely rides. (ll. 1–4)

The observer is situated close enough to the scene to be affected by its destructive 
potential but keeps the distance to evade actual danger, which results in a mix-

ture of joy and dread, hence the sensation of the sublime (Burke 47). Burke’s devel-
opment of the idea of sublimity relies greatly on what he describes as sympathy. 
Albeit the feelings of the other are transferred to the spectator, he finds allevia-

tion in the awareness of his own freedom from such emotions; quite shockingly 
at first glance, he writes that “I am convinced we have a degree of delight, and 
that no small one, in the real misfortunes and pains of others” (41–42). An inquiry 
into what exactly Burke means by “delight” here divulges that it is fused with 
the distress of the other and consequently is of utmost importance for sympa-

thy since “the pain we feel, prompts us to relieve ourselves in relieving those 
who suffer” (43). By contrast, the speaker in Smith’s “Sonnet XLIV. Written 
in the Church Yard” wishes to eradicate this distance and longs for a complete 
identification with the other, the remains of the corpses washed out by the flood: 

“While I am doom’d — by life’s long storm opprest, / To gaze with envy, on their 
gloomy rest” (ll. 13–14). Macabre perhaps the spectacle, yet the beholder pays heed 
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to the mingling of the bones with shells and seaweed as feasible instances of unifi-

cation and accord (ll. 9–10). The following section will elaborate on how this depic-

tion of unison may align with Mellor’s Feminine Romanticism.
The ambiguous status of the Moon is a principal source of its sublimity. The motif 

of the Moon is customarily linked to obscurity, being sometimes visible and then 
invisible, near but unreachable (Burke 58). Burke comments on these protean fea-

tures and explains how “a light now appearing, and now leaving us, and so off 
and on, is even more terrible than total darkness” (77). The Moon’s contempo-

raneous “greatness of dimension” and remoteness on the night sky is confusing 
and stir up a sense of awe (66). Encountering such a phenomenon upsets the belief 
in the dependability of sense perceptions, leading to a re-evaluation of what one 
has hitherto accepted as real on the basis of empirical evidence (Mheallaigh 52). 
This observation may also provide grounds for questioning Enlightenment’s unwa-

vering trust in sensory experience. Nonetheless, the Moon owns “softer virtues,” 
which are ascribed to beautiful objects and are deemed to be feminine by Burke, 
such as “easiness of temper, compassion, kindness” (100). The gentleness, benevo-

lence and the moderate light of the Moon are accordingly acclaimed in the selected 
poems; it is salient that these properties are normatively associated with the eight-

eenth-century cult of modesty (Backscheider 199). Moreover, these qualities are 
inherent in her role as a willing auditor and confidante since during the pensive 
occasions spent in her company, she “sheds a soft calm upon my troubled breast” 
(Smith, “Sonnet IV” l. 6). Even if the Moon of the Romantic women poets is usually 
a “mild maiden,” quite aggressively, she “seems to push / Her brother down the sky” 
(Barbauld ll. 4, 9–10). The staging of this conflict supports the theory that her mild-

ness does not thwart her assertiveness. Additionally, McCarthy detects a Miltonic 

vein in Barbauld’s apprehension of space as a “womb of chaos” (l. 98) and applauds 
her as a daring appropriator of Milton’s sublime, which is now exploited to intro-

duce “a women’s universe” (94–95).

One cannot help but wonder whether Burke’s description of the physique 
of a beautiful woman could be analogous to the almost voyeuristic gaze with which 
a scientist may observe the celestial body, beholding “the variety of the surface, 
which is never for the smallest space the same; the deceitful maze, through which 
the unsteady eye slides giddily, without knowing where to fix or whither it is car-
ried” (105). Therein lies the spectator’s capacity to assert his position of supremacy 
and overpower nature “by framing, manipulating and consuming it” (Hitt 130) or, 
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in the words of Mellor, to “penetrate, possess and interpret” it (21). Aphra Behn’s play 
The Emperor of the Moon (1688) satirises exactly this strange fascination via Doctor 
Baliardo’s obsession, scrutinising the surface of the orb constantly through his tele-

scope. With the persistent striving to map the body of the Moon, the discipline of sele-

nography points to a similar direction. Yet, this intrusively inquisitive gaze is perhaps 
returned as a result of the Moon’s recurring depiction as a human face or eye, ena-

bling a reciprocity of looks. From another point of view, it is in the Moon’s power 
to defend herself against such unwelcome attention because of her unattainability. 
Mheallaigh goes as far as to declare that a “(female?) fantasy of panoptic control” 
may emerge as the stare of the sublime Moon-eye reaches into the soul of the subject 
while she retains her elusiveness and evades human surveillance (26). Additionally, 

Widger argues that the female walker can substitute “looking down upon nature” 
by “looking around” (16); this “eco-ethical gesture” can entail the acknowledgement 
of the restrictedness of her perspective and the ultimate inaccessibility of the astro-

nomical object, as it shall be discussed later (4).

science and Myth

Conventional identifications of the Moon with Greek and Roman lunar god-

desses abound in the Romantic poetry composed by women. She is persistently 

apostrophised as the “PALE GODDESS of the witching hour” (Robinson, “Ode 
to the Moon” l. 1) or the authoritative “queen of the silver bow” (Smith, “Sonnet IV” 
l. 1) and pictured as “DIAn’s bright crescent” (Barbauld l. 7). Yet, one would not 

be misguided to argue that these poems also engage in a dialogue with the scientific 
discoveries of their age. Richard Holmes states that the end of the eighteenth cen-

tury marks what Samuel Taylor Coleridge dubbed as the second scientific revolu-

tion; in this “age of wonder,” a reciprocity existed between science and the Romantic 
movements. Moments of scientific exploration were often interpreted as events 
of Romantic revelations when one could glimpse into the underlying order of things. 
Müller proposes that the interrelatedness of all-natural forms (Wechselwirkung) was 

foregrounded in scientific discourse with the advent of Romanticism (3).
Already at the beginning of the eighteenth century, Edward Young exclaims 

in his Night Thoughts that “an undevout Astronomer is mad” (qtd. in Browning 398). 
In his pivotal work about the Romantic sublime, Thomas Weiskel mentions how 
divine features were granted to outer space with the rise of astronomy; the aim 
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was to save God by making him “marry the world of appearances” (14). The sur-
veillance of the night sky with the hope that its workings may be brought to light 
is necessarily paired with a religious appreciation for the perplexing phenomena, 
believed to be testimonies to the deity’s might and unfathomable nature. Primarily 
writing about the cosmic voyage genre but perhaps considering astronomical liter-

ature more generally as well, Browning emphasises how the readers of these works 
are encouraged to raise “the question of how one should negotiate the relationship 
between religious devotion and a pursuit of scientific knowledge, and how one should 
understand the relevance of gender identity to this question” (404). Importantly, 
scientific knowledge became more widely accessible in the period, and numerous 
books sought to instruct not only men but also women and children on multiple 
topics within a variety of disciplines, usually in a dialogic form. Elizabeth Carter, 
a Bluestocking who was famously well-versed in an astounding number of sub-

jects, translated Francesco Algarotti’s Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophy Explain’d for the Use 
of the Ladies (1739) (Browning 402) and Jerome de Lalande’s Astronomie des Dames (1785) 

also sought to impart knowledge of the night sky on the same audience.
Bearing in mind Charlotte Smith’s keen interest in biology and familiarity with 

the Linnaean taxonomy (Bailes 235), her capacity to represent lunar phenomena 

in an accurate and detailed fashion could hardly be a coincidence. Smith does not 
simply rely on the classification system designed by Linnaeus, but she also criticises 
its artificiality (Bailes 238). This attitude may manifest itself in her “Sonnet XLIV. 
Written in the Church Yard,” which successfully documents the Moon’s influence 
on tides without demystifying and renouncing the figure of the queen of the night. 
She manages to faithfully report on the conjunction of the equinox with the rise 
of waters and ponder about the implications of the event for her own destiny. The idea 
that the same natural forces control and shape the life of the observer yet again 
reinforces a feeling of unity.

Browning relates Barbauld’s “A Summer Evening’s Meditation” to the tradi-

tion of cosmic voyage literature popular at the beginning of the eighteenth century 
and even insists that Barbauld rather successfully “out-Miltons” her forerunners 
(397). Nonetheless, she not only evokes the stars’ roles as celestial moral guides 
and the figure of Milton’s Eve, but also appears to participate in the scientific 
dialogue of her age. The inspiration for the trajectory of her interstellar voyage 
may have been Fontenelle’s Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds, of which Barbauld 
was an avid reader during her formative years (McCarthy 94). The work seeking 
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to promote science among the uninitiated is divided into six parts or nights; during 

each of these nights, a dialogue commences about the different planets and other 
spectacles that the universe may disclose to the naked eye. The second and third 
nights focus specifically on the Moon and its assumed habitability, affirming that 

“the moon is an earth too,” and that its residents are likely to worship the Earth just 
like we admire the Moon (Fontenelle 41, 53). Nevertheless, the theory according 
to which the Moon has no light of her own is upheld in the book, and she is the duti-
ful servant of those who wish to travel by night, contributing to the “pleasurable 
accommodation of man” (44). Such theorisation about plurality and the debatable 
status of Earth as the only planet suitable for the sustaining of life brings to mind 
William Herschel’s fascinating, although fallacious proposition, raising doubts about 
the centrality of our globe: “Are we not a larger moon to the Moon, than she is to us?” 
(qtd. in Holmes). The scientific interests of the women poets are thus immediately 
detectable in the poems, yet they do not lead to disenchantment, and the traditional 

allusions to mythology are preserved.

Closely monitoring the eclipse of the Moon and her capacity to govern the waters 
may unveil to the spectator the hidden truths of Nature about the rhythm of life 
and transitoriness, in line with the pursuits of Romantic science. Yet, the great 
revelations characteristic of numerous poetic pieces of the Romantic canon per-

haps never did come; some of the selected poems seem to problematise the con-

struction of Nature’s role as a source for transcendence, judged to be potentially 
exploitative. They are more likely to respect the Moon’s and the infinite sky’s ulti-
mate unknowability. In Hitt’s view, the nocturnal meditational piece of Barbauld 
calls for ethical engagement with nature which necessitates humility on the part 
of the sky-gazer; Barbauld thus criticises the overabundance of the Wordsworthian 

“egotistical sublime” (142).

“ceLestiaL syMpathy”

Anne K. Mellor’s Feminine Romantic tradition, functioning as a “countersite” 
to mainstream Romanticism, is chiefly characterised by a “cooperative rather 
than possessive interaction with a Nature troped as a female friend or sister” (3). 
The possibility to position the lunar poetry of Romantic women authors within 
this framework deserves some consideration. While Mellor maintains that the pri-
mary connection between the subject and Nature is that of kinship, arising from 
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a kind of synergy and compassionateness, a thorough examination of the trope 
of the Moon in these poems may reveal that the appreciation for benignancy and 
softness does not preclude the due veneration of the Moon’s majestic forces and her 
possible nonchalance. It is despite this purported detachment that women poets 

decide to entrust their accounts of struggles to the celestial body.
Under the dark veil of the night, the boundaries between the human and non-

human become undetectable as identities intermingle, sympathy and affinity prevail. 
In Smith’s “Sonnet III. To a nightingale” and Robinson’s “Ode to the nightingale” 

and “Second Ode to the Nightingale,” the speakers identify with the eponymous 
bird as they are all “Pale Sorrow’s victims” (Smith, “Sonnet III” l. 9). The poems 

undoubtedly echo the myth of the mutilated Philomel who was transformed into 
a nightingale; both Robinson and Smith seek to stress how the poet and the bird 
unite in their song about shared misfortunes, addressing the Moon and inspiring 
empathy in the whole of Nature:

In snowy west, I tell my pains 

Beside the brook in icy chains 
Bound its weedy banks between, 
While sad I watch night’s pensive queen, 
Just emblem of my weary woes: 
For ah! where’er the virgin goes, 
Each flow’ret greets her with a tear 
To sympathetic sorrow dear (Robinson, “Second Ode 

to the nightingale” ll. 41–48)

Significantly, the whole of Nature, “each flow’ret” responds with “sympathetic sor-
row” to the Moon. In “Ode to the Moon,” Robinson’s Moon herself becomes a “lan-

guid eye” who “sheds its soft tears upon the painted vale” (ll. 17–18). Charlotte 
Smith’s persona also wishes to participate in this unity infused with sympathy, seek-

ing to join in with the nightingale’s song and share with the Moon her own “tale 

of tender woe” (ll. 2, 10). Myers acutely observes that Smith strategically emulates 
Petrarch in her sonnets “to elicit from readers an intellectual and emotional rec-

iprocity missing from her immediate circumstances” (241). Mary Darwall’s ear-
lier address to Contemplation also speaks about this experience of being attuned 
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to one’s environment: “All Nature joins to fill my labouring breast / With high 
sensations…” (ll. 8–9).

The feelings of sympathy and empathy conferred principally on the Moon but 
flowing through the entirety of the nocturnal scene, being responsible for the special 
rapport between the different life forms, may be rooted in the eighteenth-century 
culture of sensibility. The poetry of sensibility emerging at the end of the eighteenth 
century valued exactly this “willingness and ability to respond to others,” indicating 

a “rare emotional capacity” (Spacks 249). Additionally, sensibility entailed an appre-

hension of social injustices because of its concern with the suffering of the individual, 
resulting in a “symbiosis and the tension of the social and the personal” (Spacks 250). 
Regardless of the highly introspective stance of their speakers, Curran finds that 
Smith’s pieces are imbued with a “conversational intensity” (31).

Mellor agrees that dualisms in Feminine Romanticism are resolved through 

a form of collaboration and unity. Borrowing Carol Gilligan’s theory of the ethics 
of care, she asserts that Romantic women writers refuse to construct a truly threat-
ening Other. By dismissing “oppositional polarity,” they attempt to establish a non-

hierarchical structure of sympathy and likeness (3). Noctambulation by moonlight, 
as defined at the beginning of the paper, is therefore key for the shaping of female 
subjectivity: “Feminine Romanticism was based on a subjectivity constructed in rela-

tion to other subjectivities, hence a self that is fluid, absorptive, responsive, with per-
meable ego boundaries. This self typically located its identity within a larger human 
nexus, a family or social community” (Mellor 209). Indeed, the speaker of the poems 
comes to being via walking by and engaging with the parts of nocturnal Nature, 
experiencing a reciprocal understanding and compassion.

However, the present assortment of lunar poems also shows the potential 
to somewhat challenge the framework established by Mellor. In Mellor’s view, part 
of the undertaking of the female Romantic poets was to domesticate the sublime 
of the male tradition. The feminised nature into which the poets of this canon read-

ily venture is “not an overwhelming power, not even an all-bountiful mother”; rather, 
the female speaker “feels comforted, even addressed by, female nature, with whom 
she communes either in words or in song” (97). Mellor thereby aspires to construct 

a dichotomy between sisterly intimacy and awe-inspiring otherness. The analysis 

of Moon poetry performed in this essay may offer ample evidence for quite the oppo-

site, namely that these two qualities could be co-present in the Nature of Romantic 
poetesses, encapsulated in the image of the mighty sphere of the night. She listens 
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attentively, and her presence can pacify the disquietude presiding over the sub-

ject’s mind, while her sublime supremacy is also praised. The alternation of her 
phases makes her a harbinger of mortality, a fact that does not prevent the persona 
to value her mildness and cordiality.

Quoting passages from Dorothy Wordsworth’s diary, Mellor contends that 
she absorbs the “expanse of nature without the terror of the Burkean sublime” 
(161). The impressive number of moonlit walks recorded in the journals of Dorothy 
Wordsworth are indeed usually categorised as “pleasant” or, when she aims to drama-

tise the significance of these wanderings, “very pleasant” (Wordsworth 39). Conversely, 
the account of a night walk on 18 March 1802 included in The Grasmere Journal clearly 

displays the traits of Burke’s sublimity. The Moon is obscure, as it is overcast, but 
then emerges again from behind a mountain, and the walker cannot suppress her 
desire to vocalise her simultaneous unrest and reverence: “O the unutterable dark-

ness of the sky & the Earth below the Moon! & the glorious brightness of the moon 
itself!” (81). The sight of the Island house illuminated by the “bright soft” moon-

light and surrounded by the impenetrable blackness urges the spectator to pro-

nounce that it “needs must be a holy place.” Wordsworth declares that she “had 
many many exquisite feelings” and avows that the experience “made me more than 
half a poet” (81). Accordingly, she cannot settle down for reading but has the irre-

sistible impulse to write as soon as she arrives home from the stimulating excur-
sion, which enterprise, unfortunately, she “gave up expecting William” (81). Other 
instances of the Moon’s yearned companionship from the journals are relatively easy 
to locate; after a strenuous visit from Thomas Wilkinson who bombarded Dorothy 
Wordsworth with questions, she confesses that “[she] was glad when he left [her]” 
because “[t]hen [she] had time to look at the moon while [she] was thinking over 
[her] own thoughts” (84).

Even though in lunar poetry, the Moon is repeatedly likened to a personified 
friendship whose “mild and genuine ray / Through life’s long evening shall unclouded 
last” (Smith, “Sonnet XXVIII. To Friendship” ll. 5–6), her distant and cold mien 
is equally recognised. It is not uncharacteristic of the poets discussed here to paint 
the “Night’s regent” as uncaring, beaming “at the tumult of the troubled earth,” 
and hence being “unvex’d by all their conflicts” (Smith, “Sonnet LIX” ll. 6, 8, 14). 
These portrayals of discord between the speakers’ and the Moon’s emotional states 
may indicate the speakers’ acceptance of the ultimate unknowability of the celes-
tial object. In spite of the presumed dispassion of the Moon, the speakers of these 
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poetic pieces decide to open their hearts to the caressing but cold beams of Cynthia. 
Nor is it rare that they question this contradictory attraction to the remote orb, only 
to restate their intention to treat her as their closest associate while showing respect 

for her autonomy and otherness:

What is it that gives thee, pale Queen of the Night, 
That secret intelligent grace? 

Or why do I gaze with such tender delight 
On thy fair, but insensible face? 

What gentle enchantment possesses thy beam 

Beyond the warm sunshine day?  
Thy bosom is cold as the glittering stream, 

Where dances thy tremulous ray. 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Then still I must love thee, mild Queen of the Night! 
Since feeling and fancy agree,  
To make thee a source of unfading delight, 
A friend and a solace to me. (Tighe ll. 1–8, 29–32)

There is a discrepancy between the face of the spectator, turned towards the celes-
tial orb and glowing with an expression of sympathy and hope, and the blank vis-
age of the Moon looking back at her without any trace of sensibility. Mirroring 
in psychology refers to the mimicry of the other’s nonverbal signs with the hope 
of establishing a rapport; Gordon explains how “facial empathy uses our own face 
as a mirror of the other’s face” (730). The ancient visualisation of the Moon as a mir-
ror reflecting the surface of the Earth may not be accidental and could perhaps 
be evocative of an analogous underlying gesture (Mheallaigh 198). In the case 
of Tighe’s poem, mirroring malfunctions because the Moon does not reflect 
the emotions exhibited on the observer’s face. Refraining from the choice to force 
her emotional state on the Moon, the speaker decides to trust her as a friend, unde-

terred by her resistance. The effect that the Moon exerts on her is a form of enchant-
ment that sunlight lacks and which the persona simply cannot grasp as it seems 
to be antithetical to her coldness. Instead of the chain of calculated, rational argu-

ments, here it is “feeling and fancy” which have the last word on the matter. Smith 
also unabashedly confesses her love to the night and to its empress, the Moon:
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I love thee, mournful, sobersuited night, 
When the faint moon, yet ling’ring in her wane, 
And veil’d in clouds, with pale uncertain light 

Hangs o’er the waters of the restless main. (ll. 1–4)

Conventionally negative epithets, like “mournful” and “sobersuited” become 
the objects of fondness in Smith’s sonnet. Nor does the speaker shun the obscure 
atmosphere created by the lingering, “uncertain light” of the “faint moon.”

Conflicting qualities like darkness and light, the Moon’s gloomy shadow 
and the soothing rays are juxtaposed and equally cherished by Helen Maria 
Williams’s “Sonnet to the Moon.” To be more precise, the poem is authored 
by Williams’s heroine Julia and is included in the volume Julia, a Novel; Interspersed 
with Some Poetical Pieces (1790):

Come! and o’er earth thy wand’ring lustre shed, 
Thy deepest shadow, and thy softest light; 
To me congenial is the gloomy grove, 

When with faint light the sloping uplands shine; 
That gloom, those pensive rays alike I love. (ll. 4–7, emphasis added)

Exalting both the “deepest shadow” and the “softest light,” the “gloom” and 
the “pensive rays,” the speaker recognises the Moon’s convoluted character. 
Backscheider’s succinct appraisal of the work chimes in with Hitt’s discussion 
about the capitalisation on nature as a locus for apotheoses: “Williams is replicat-
ing the movement of many of Smith’s sonnets but without the kind of revelatory 
moment common to the sonnets of Wordsworth and Keats” (351). The inten-

tional election of certain genres, most often the sonnet form by the women poets 
of Mellor’s canon is argued to disclose their repudiation of the eighteenth-century 
rigid hierarchies between literary forms (Mellor 11). “A self experienced in relation 
to other selves” becomes accessible resulting from these choices, which remains 
unavailable “to the self-absorbed, often abstracted meditations of either the epic 
poet or the odal hymnist” (11). Sonnets about night passages and odes written 

to the Moon can once again unite both of these attitudes as the persona’s introspec-

tive stance does not inhibit her openness to her surroundings.
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Just how inclined these women poets were to enter into a respectful relationship 
with the Moon is perceptible in their sometimes undeniably unique employment 
of lunar imagery as indicated by the preceding sections. Their renunciation of hier-
archical structures and discomfort with applying polarities are exemplified by their 
portrayal of the Moon as a complex entity, encompassing both light and darkness, 
beauty and sublimity, being seemingly within reach but proving to be unattaina-

ble. Informed in their work not solely by mythology but perhaps also by the break-

throughs of contemporary science, these women poets of Romanticism chose to make 
equal use of traditional representations and innovative perspectives.
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Abstract: In the past decades, scholarly discourse surrounding Northanger Abbey has predomi-

nantly favoured a two-part structural division, attributing stylistic disparities to the novel’s extended 

composition and publication process. However, a more intricate perspective emerges from a division 

into three stylistically unique sections. This reflects more closely the different stages of Catherine 
Morland’s development and the impact of her reading habits within varying narrative contexts. 

While the novel explores the activity of reading books, it also delves into questions of interpreting 

and comprehending the world. Catherine’s fascination with Gothic novels serves as both a narra-

tive device and a thematic exploration, reflecting her vivid imagination and the tensions between 
fiction and reality. This essay contends that the trichotomous division offers a more nuanced per-
spective on the interplay between narrative structure and character evolution. It emphasises the role 

of reading habits in Catherine’s growth and underscores the transformative potential of literature 
in shaping perspectives, shedding new light on the novel’s narrative style. To investigate the sty-

listic changes of Northanger Abbey and their correlation with Catherine Morland’s develop-

ment, this essay utilises a blend of quantitative stylistic analysis and close reading, highlighting 

how Austen’s narrative technique reflects and shapes the protagonist’s journey.

Since the second half of the twentieth century, Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey 

has been analysed in terms of a dichotomous division of its structure. This 
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structural framework was first introduced by Andrew Wright in his work Jane 

Austen’s Novels: A Study in Structure (1953). Wright’s dichotomous structural paradigm 
not only lays bare the thematic and stylistic intricacies woven by Austen but also 

accentuates the adroit fabrication of the narrative as a whole. This bipartite frame-

work is most often seen as reflecting the intricate interplay involving a reciprocal 
critique between the Gothic and the satirical elements inherent to the narrative. 

Accordingly, the novel is usually divided into two distinct halves, each marked by dif-

ferent settings and narrative styles — one exhibiting a pronounced satirical intent 

at certain junctures and the other a distinctly novelistic disposition (Kearful 514). 

These stylistically different parts are usually thought to be woven together by the-

matic and structural elements, which lend coherence to the whole (Glock 36). 

Marilyn Butler also differentiates between the Bath scenes and the chapters taking 
place in Northanger (xviii), while Laura Baudot has described the two components 

as an “Evelina-esque comedy of manners” and the exploration of Catherine’s “Gothic 

fantasies” (330n11). By the 2010s, a consistent approach to Northanger Abbey’s struc-

ture has emerged, dividing the novel according to its two volumes and highlight-

ing the stylistic changes between them. More recently, Northanger Abbey has also 

been identified as a bridge between Austen’s juvenile and mature works, where 
the “primary story involves a naïve country girl” and a “unifying framing device” 

in the form of the Gothic parody (Hemmingway). However, an alternative per-

spective emerges if we consider the division of the novel into not just two but three 

stylistically distinct sections, which coincide with Catherine’s changing reading 

practices and character development. To substantiate this claim, I have divided 

Northanger Abbey into what I believe to be its three main structural units, thus sub-

dividing the section generally referred to as Northanger chapters into two parts. 

The first nineteen chapters take up the first part, which may be identified as domes-
tic fiction, the second part starts with Volume 2 Chapter 5 and ends with Volume 
2 Chapter 9, while the last part covers the final seven chapters. To justify this tri-
chotomous division, I examine the stylistic changes between the different segments, 
the related question of genre and Catherine’s character development, together with 

her changing reading habits. I argue that this new take on the novel’s structure puts 

more emphasis on the Bildungsroman-like aspects of Catherine’s journey.
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StyliStic Variety in NorthaNger abbey

Jane Austen’s creative process in crafting Northanger Abbey unfolded over a long 

time, starting approximately in 1798–1799 and undergoing revisions until at least 

1816, when she ultimately claimed authorship of her work (Todd 26). Indicative 

of Austen’s sustained composition, beyond the alteration of the protagonist’s name, 

is the addition of Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda (1801) into the so-called “defence 

of the novel” section in Volume 1 Chapter 5. Thus, the question arises whether 
we may identify stylistically distinguishable segments in the novel. In my analy-

sis, I will combine stylistic features with genre identification because the two are 
closely related to each other. The investigation relies on easily accessible browser-

based digital tools such as Voyant Tools and Lexos. What I propose is a new 
approach to genre through a form of stylistic analysis; however, one that does not 

seek to arrive at a definitive classification of the novel’s genres. Rather, it aims 
to explore how certain stylistic elements reflect various generic influences.

As a first step, I looked at the average words per sentence metric because it pro-

vides insight into the syntactic complexity and structural intricacy inherent within 

the text. Here, what we can observe is that if we think about Northanger Abbey 

in the dichotomous division, then Part 1 has a shorter average sentence length 

(20.5), which reflects a preference for simpler syntactic constructions and more con-

cise expression.1 The “Northanger Part” contains significantly longer sentences (25.1). 
However, when we look at this metric in terms of the trichotomous division, we find 
that Part 2 (24.4) noticeably falls behind Part 3 (25.7), which signifies that the last 
seven chapters of the novel have a propensity towards even more complex syntactic 

structures. Vocabulary density, as quantified by the ratio of unique words to total 
words in the text, offers a glimpse into the lexical diversity of the corpus. These pieces 
of information would be lost without looking at the novel in terms of three stylistically 

different parts. Part 1 demonstrates the lowest vocabulary density (0.099), indica-

tive of a narrower range of lexical items and a propensity towards simpler language 

usage. Looking at the difference between the “Northanger Part” and Parts 2 and 
3 only shows slight differences, as the later parts of the book have a higher vocabu-

lary density than Part 1. While the “Northanger Part” has a density of 0.126, Part 
2 exhibits a higher vocabulary density (0.186), suggesting a greater lexical richness 

1 The first part includes the same chapters as the “Bath Part”; thus, throughout the analysis, I will 
refer to it as Part 1.
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and potentially more intricate semantic nuances. Part 3 occupies an intermediary 

position in the trichotomous division (0.159), presenting a moderate level of lexical 

variation. These quantitative data offer valuable insights into the lexical richness, 
comprehensibility, and syntactic complexity of Austen’s style throughout the novel 

(see Appendix A), and the observed stylistic differences confirm that we are, indeed, 
justified to talk about three stylistically different parts in connection with Northanger 

Abbey. It is also evident that Parts 1 and 3 share some stylistic similarities.

In examining the representative topics of the different parts, I used the content 
analysis tool within Lexos, where genre specific words are compared to the cor-
pus to identify what genre the parts most likely belong to (see Appendix B). This 

examination aims to use quantitative methodologies to prove that Parts 1 and 3 dif-

fer from Part 2 both in terms of style and genre. This function helps to compare 

the words used in a given text with two “dictionaries” that contain a list of words 

frequently appearing in Gothic and domestic novels. I created these dictionar-

ies sourced from what I take to be exemplary texts. In the case of domestic novels, 

these include Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa and Pamela, Frances Burney’s Cecilia 

and Camilla, and Maria Edgeworth’s Belinda. These are also novels that are referred 

to in Northanger Abbey; however, they are never quoted. For a better representation, 

the different grammatical forms of the words were also added to the list. The final 
list for domestic novels consists of the following words:

“admiration,” “admire,” “admires,” “admired,” “admiring,” “admi-

rable,” “admirably,” “affection,” “affections,” “affectionate,” “affec-

tionately,” “beauty,” “beautiful,” “courage,” “courageous,” “consent,” 

“convincing,” “convinced,” “convince,” “cried,” “cry,” “cries,” “cry-

ing,” “delicate,” “delicacy,” “delicately,” “fashion,” “fashiona-

ble,” “fashionably,” “gentleness,” “gentlemen,” “grace,” “graceful,” 

“gracefully,” “happiness,” “happy,” “happily,” “heart,” “heartfelt,” 

“hearts,” “innocence,” “innocent,” “innocently,” “interest,” “inter-

ested,” “interesting,” “interestingly,” “interests,” “know,” “knowing,” 

“knowledge,” “known,” “lady,” “love,” “loved,” “loves,” “loving,” 

“lovingly,” “manners,” “mind,” “minds,” “observe,” “observed,” 

“observer,” “observes,” “observing,” “pity,” “pitied,” “poverty,” “poor,” 

“pride,” “proud,” “returned,” “return,” “returning,” “silence,” “silent,” 

“silently,” “spirit,” “spirited,” “spirits,” “stay,” “stayed,” “stays,” “taste,” 
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“tastes,” “temper,” “tender,” “tender,” “tenderness,” “truth,” “true,” 

“truthful,” “vain,” “vanity,” “vainly,” “weak,” “weakness.”

For the Gothic words, I used the nine Gothic novels mentioned in the text 

of Northanger Abbey. These include The Italian and The Mysteries of Udolpho by Ann 

Radcliffe, Castle of Wolfenbach and Mysterious Warnings by Eliza Parsons, Clermont 
by Regina Maria Roche, Necromancer of the Black Forest written by Karl Friedrich 

Kahlert and translated by Peter Teuthold, Midnight Bell by Francis Lathom, Orphan 

of the Rhine by Eleanor Sleath, and Horrid Mysteries by written Karl Friedrich August 

Grosse and translated by Peter Will. The list of representative words includes:

“abbey,” “ambition,” “ambitious,” “ambitions,” “ambitiously,” 

“appear,” “appeared,” “appearing,” “appears,” “arisen,” “chill,” 

“dagger,” “daggers,” “dismay,” “dismayed,” “dismaying,” “dismays,” 

“doom,” “doomed,” “dooms,” “feeling,” “feel,” “feels,” “felt,” “gloom,” 

“gloomy,” “glooms,” “gloomier,” “gloomiest,” “haunt,” “haunted,” 

“haunting,” “haunts,” “heard,” “hear,” “hears,” “hearing,” “help-

less,” “helplessness,” “helplessly,” “horrified,” “horrify,” “horrifying,” 
“horror,” “horrors,” “impatient,” “impatiently,” “impatience,” “inhu-

man,” “inhumane,” “inhumanity,” “maiden,” “maids,” “miserable,” 

“misery,” “miserably,” “monster,” “monsters,” “peasant,” “peasants,” 

“retired,” “retire,” “retires,” “retiring,” “rise,” “rises,” “riser,” “risers,” 

“rising,” “risings,” “saw,” “see,” “sees,” “seeing,” “scorn,” “scornful,” 

“scorned,” “scorning,” “scorns,” “shudder,” “shuddered,” “shudder-

ing,” “shudders,” “shuddery,” “sick,” “sickened,” “sickening,” “sick-

lier,” “sickliest,” “sickness,” “sickly,” “storm,” “struggle,” “struggled,” 

“struggles,” “struggler,” “struggling,” “trembling,” “tremble,” “trem-

bles,” “trembled,” “trembler,” “trembly,” “tyranny,” “tyrannical,” 

“unfeeling,” “unfeelingly,” “wrench,” “wrenched,” “wrenching,” 

“vision,” “visions.”

After comparing the individual parts of Northanger Abbey with these “dictionaries,” 

the results show that Part 1 has the highest overlap with the domestic novel vocabu-

lary (3.8%) but Part 3 also has a significant amount (3.5%).2 However, when we look 

2 The score is the number of occurrences divided by the total word count within the given documents.
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at the “Northanger Part,” the number decreases to 2.9% because what I refer 

to as Part 2 has a low number of words that match the domestic novel “diction-

ary” (2.1%). When looking at the Gothic words, we can see a similar tendency, but 
on a smaller scale. This is because, whether we talk about Part 2 or the “Northanger 

Part,” the chapters taking place in the abbey have a satiric tone. As a parody, they 

possess both the Gothic and domestic novel attributes. Still, the analysis shows that 

Part 2 has a higher score (0.7%) than the “Northanger Part” (0.6%), and more sig-

nificantly, that it is different both from Parts 1 (0.5%) and 3 (0.4%). While the dif-
ferences in vocabulary density and syntactic complexity between the three parts 

are subtle, they align with the narrative’s thematic progression. The focus of Part 

2 on Gothic elements, though expected, still significantly contrasts with the domes-
tic focus of Parts 1 and 3. This contrast underscores the stylistic and thematic tran-

sitions that mirror Catherine’s evolving understanding of the genres. If we think 

about Northanger Abbey in two parts, we not only miss a part of the story that most 

resembles domestic novels, and the one that least resembles a Gothic novel, but also 

the subtle changes between the different parts of the story.
These stylistic differences support the argument that the novel transitions from 

domestic through Gothic back to domestic, mirroring Catherine’s development 

from naivety to maturity. The increasing complexity of sentences across the three 

parts reflects Catherine’s intellectual growth and maturation. This stylistic evolu-

tion aligns with the Bildungsroman genre, underscoring Catherine’s progression 

towards becoming a more critical and reflective reader.

catherine in Bath: the heroine in training

In Austen’s novel, “living in the world involves the reading of people, behav-

iour, dress and conversation as well as of books” (Butler xvi). The novel begins 

by highlighting Catherine’s progression as a young girl “in training for a heroine,” 

emphasising her literary education as a crucial aspect of her character develop-

ment (7). Initially limited to works approved by her parents, Catherine’s expo-

sure to literature expands upon her arrival in Bath, introducing her to novels like 

The Mysteries of Udolpho and the Gothic genre in general. Hence the setting also cor-

responds to the genre.

The heroine-in-training also embarks on acquiring self-reflection, which in this 
context is the act of introspective analysis that pertains to both one’s own psyche 
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and the demeanour of others. This aspect of education is exemplified in Pride and 

Prejudice, where a “young lady” has “deep reflection” and “read[s] great books, and 
make[s] extracts” (Austen 6). In the early chapters of Northanger Abbey, the reader 

learns about Catherine’s restricted literary exposure. At first, her reading is con-

fined to books sanctioned by her parents, for instance, Sir Charles Grandison, which 

is among the works that shaped her early perceptions. Nevertheless, upon entering 

Bath, the setting of her grand adventure, the focus of the novel expands, encom-

passing not only Catherine’s education and transformation into a heroine but also 

her quest for a romantic suitor. The literary allusions throughout the novel, as well 

as the works that the characters claim to have read or want to read, show the reigning 

genres of the eighteenth century. Interestingly, these references also reflect the pro-

posed three parts of the novel, as well as Catherine’s development and the changes 

in style and genre. In Part 1, the references are mostly related to writers of sentimen-

tal and domestic novels, like the ones by Richardson and Burney. However, there 

are also mentions of Gothic writers, as Catherine starts to get immersed in the world 

of Gothic literature (33). Part 2 is filled with references to the conventional imagery 
of Gothic fiction, which can be traced back to Radcliffe and other pioneering writ-
ers of the genre. Interestingly, some of the references from Part 1 reoccur in Part 

3, for instance, allusions to Richardson, Fielding and Johnson.3 Richardson is explic-

itly mentioned in relation to the sentimental and domestic novels that influenced 
Catherine’s early reading. His works, such as Sir Charles Grandison, are highlighted 

as part of Catherine’s list of literary works approved by her parents. Furthermore, this 

reference has biographical relevance to Austen, as this was a book she really liked: 

“Every circumstance narrated in Sir Charles Grandison, all that was ever said or done 

in the cedar parlour, was familiar to her; and the wedding days of Lady L. and Lady 

G. were as well remembered as if they had been living friends” (Austen-Leigh 110). 

Jane Austen left a footnote at the end of Volume 1 Chapter 3, “Vide a letter from Mr. 
Richardson, No. 97, vol. II, Rambler” (22). This periodical was edited by Johnson. 

Another reference to Johnson occurs when Eleanor explains to Catherine why Henry 

3 Just as the narrator of Tom Jones speculates on how the reader might interpret the novel, similarly, 

the narrator of Northanger Abbey interrupts the narrative to address the reader: “I leave it to my read-

er’s sagacity to determine how much of all this it was possible for Henry to communicate at this 

time to Catherine” (256). The use of the word “sagacity” in this context recalls the moment when 

the narrator of Tom Jones compares Mrs. Wilkins to birds of prey and asserts that “[t]he sagacious 
reader will not from this simile imagine these poor people had any apprehension of the design 

with which Mrs. Wilkins was now coming towards them” (29).
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is mocking her use of the word “nicest.” “The word ‘nicest,’ as you used it, did not suit 

him; and you had better change it as soon as you can, or we shall be overpowered 

with Johnson and Blair all the rest of the way” (Austen, Northanger Abbey 109). Johnson 

was a favourite of Austen when it came to prose writers (cf. Austen-Leigh 110). 

In Volume 1 Chapter 7, John Thorpe mentions Fielding during a conversation with 
Catherine, praising Tom Jones as one of the best books in the world (Austen, Northanger 

Abbey 43). This is significant because Thorpe himself embodies some of the superfi-

cial qualities and bravado often associated with the picturesque heroes in the nov-

els he admires. He convinces Catherine to go on a walk and a carriage ride with 

him by telling her that they are going to Blaize Castle.

In Volume 2 Chapter 10, these authors are referenced once again as Catherine 
realises that her earlier romanticised and clear-cut views on people’s characters are 

unrealistic. This revelation occurs as she acknowledges that in real life, and particu-

larly in English society, individuals are a mix of good and bad traits. This is con-

trasted with the Gothic settings she fantasises about, such as the Alps and Pyrenees, 

where characters are either entirely virtuous or completely villainous (205). In his 

essay Rambler no. 4, Johnson argues that authors should be careful in their portrayal 

of characters and situations, ensuring that they present the best examples for readers 

to emulate. He suggests that literature has the power to influence readers profoundly 
and that authors have a responsibility to use this power wisely, even more so because 

the readers who read novels with mixed characters are “the young, the ignorant, 

and the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct, and introductions into life” 

( Johnson 203). These books also align with the ones written by Fielding, like Tom 

Jones, which John Thorpe enjoys in Northanger Abbey.

In this phase of her development, Catherine’s literary horizon widens to include 

novels emblematic of the Gothic genre such as The Mysteries of Udolpho. Still, she 

is a “vulgar” reader rather than a “sagacious” one, lacking diversity in her literary 

engagement (cf. Simon). Vulgar readers lack depth in their literary knowledge and 
often blur the lines between reality and fiction as a result of their uncritical and super-
ficial reading. However, sagacious readers “possess the ability to self-reflect, which 
in this context refers to one’s ability to distinguish between real life and imagination” 

(96).4 The theme of female reading also appears in Pride and Prejudice: vulgar read-

4 I examine the difference between vulgar and sagacious reader, and apply these notions to the char-
acters of Northanger Abbey in “Readers and Reading in Northanger Abbey.” The term “sagacious 

reader” comes from Fielding’s use of the word in Tom Jones. The defining characteristics of these 



READING HABITS AND STyLISTIC DISCREPANCy

75

ers, like Catherine Morland, would not fit Mr. Darcy’s requirements of an “accom-

plished woman,” who, along with “what is usually met with,” must “add something 

more substantial, in the improvement of her mind by extensive reading” (Austen, 

Pride and Prejudice 27). We may note that Catherine, although being emotionally 
invested in reading Udolpho, still misremembers the name of Emily’s father: “Oh! 

that we had such weather here as they had at Udolpho, or at least in Tuscany and 

the South of France! — the night that poor St. Aubin [i.e. St. Aubert] died! — such 
beautiful weather!” (81).

Central to Catherine’s development is her intellectual engagement with the world 

around her, which is subtly depicted through her interactions with various charac-

ters, particularly Mr. Henry Tilney. The conversational interplay between Catherine, 

Henry, and Eleanor Tilney, set against their walk around Beechen Cliff, casts a spot-
light on Catherine’s distinct reading proclivities, particularly her preference for fic-

tion over non-fiction, notably history. “I can read poetry and plays, and things of that 
sort, and do not dislike travels. But history, real solemn history, I cannot be interested 

in” (109) — these words resonate as a clear manifestation of her literary inclinations. 

In contrast, a deeper perusal of her juvenile essays shows Austen’s literary versatil-

ity already in her formative years. Noteworthy here is her adept satirical handling 

of epistolary conventions, which is manifest in her mature works as well (Keymer 80). 

Austen’s juvenile works even demonstrate an interest in nonfiction, evident in her 
playful parody of Oliver Goldsmith’s The History of England, from the Earliest Times 

to the Death of George II in her The History of England (1791). From Peter Sabor’s digitally 

recreated replica of the Library of Godmersham Park, we know that Austen had 

access to the four-volume set of the ninth edition of Goldsmith’s book. She expressed 

her own political opinions by mimicking the writing employed in conventional his-

tory texts, all the while subtly satirising the claims of historians to present a neu-

tral and detached perspective.5 By echoing Austen’s own literary experimentation, 

Catherine’s assertion that “[t]he speeches that are put into the heroes’ mouths, their 
thoughts and designs — the chief of all this must be invention,” serves as a reflection 

reader types are based on eighteenth-century literary sources, such as Laurence Sterne, Samuel 

Johnson, Clara Reeve, and Henry Fielding, and the works of reader-response theorists, such as Hans 

Robert Jauss, Wolfgang Iser, Stanley Fish, Umberto Eco, Wayne Booth, and Louise Rosenblatt.
5 James Edward Austen-Leigh, Austen’s nephew and biographer recalls: “Jane, when a girl, had strong 

political opinions, especially about the affairs of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries” (109). 
However, in later portions of her life, she paid less attention to current political issues (106–126).



REBEKA SIMON

76

of Austen’s own literary philosophy, albeit in a more pronounced manner (Austen, 

Northanger Abbey 110).

However, books are not the only things that Catherine has to “read” while she 

is in Bath. Amidst the social whirlwind of the city, she has to learn to decipher not just 

words on pages but the intricate layers of human nature. Due to her inexperience and 

youth, this is a daunting task and her misinterpretations of people’s intentions reveal 

her struggles. Through its narrative technique, the novel explores Catherine’s imag-

ination, innocence, and naivety, showing her youthful idealism. Catherine’s infat-

uation with Gothic novels serves as a literary foil, emphasising the stark contrast 

between her vivid imagination and the sobering truths she discovers as the story 

progresses. This juxtaposition reveals the transformative power of literature and 

the impact of one’s reading choices on one’s understanding of the world.

catherine Morland’S gothic adVenture: 

the Power of reading and iMagination

In the second part of the novel, which includes Catherine’s time in Northanger 

Abbey, Henry Tilney playfully teases her with an exaggerated and eerie descrip-

tion of life at the abbey, employing the very conventions typical of Gothic fiction. 
This tale functions as an introduction to Catherine’s impressionability and shows 

Henry’s playful purpose to juxtapose the probability and realism with the Gothic 

conventions to make them look more absurd. Interestingly, both Henry’s storytell-

ing success and Catherine’s ensuing escapades can be attributed to her innocence, 

irrationality, and a notable lack of self-reflection. A distinctive element that adds 
a layer of parody to Mr. Tilney’s narrative is its effect on Catherine herself. During 
Henry’s recounting of the story, Catherine utters the same sentence twice: “Oh! But 

this will not happen to me, I am sure” (162). This repetition, resembling the for-

mulaic expressions prevalent in the novels she avidly consumes, serves to under-

score her readiness to employ Henry’s reimagining of Gothic narrative dynamics 

as well as her knowledge of The Mysteries of Udolpho as an interpretive tool to decode 

the anticipated mysteries destined to unfold at the abbey.

The reason why Catherine indulges in Gothic-like fantasies, contrary to the gen-

eral rationale, is not the “wrong” reading material, but the “wrong” reading style, 

of which we can already see traces in Part 1. Critical remarks about inappropriate 

reading materials appeared in the conduct books of writers, such as James Fordyce 
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and Thomas Gisborne, who both argued against women reading novels.6 The con-

sensus was that the purpose of books should be to educate the reader, rather than 

create fantasies.7 In Part 2 of Northanger Abbey, these fantasies manifest in a dramatic 

way. The catalyst might be the change in the setting, together with the unconscious 

motivation that Henry gives Catherine while telling her about life in the abbey. 

When she arrives, she immediately realises that the Tilney estate does not hold 
Gothic attributes: “To an imagination which had hoped for the smallest divisions, 

and the heaviest stone-work, for painted glass, dirt and cobwebs, the difference was 
very distressing” (167). Despite her disappointment, she continues to apply the same 

Gothic attributes to the abbey that Henry evoked in his story. As a result, Catherine, 

like paradigmatic Gothic heroines, sets out on an adventure. On a stormy night, her 

imagination runs wild as she connects the inclement weather with the circumstances 

described by Henry. However, her apprehension is quickly replaced with a more 

comforting thought about the abbey’s true nature: “How glad I am that Northanger 

is what it is! If it had been like some other places, I do not know that, in such a night 

as this, I could have answered for my courage: — but now, to be sure, there is nothing 

to alarm one” (171). This accentuates her tendency to shift between Gothic expec-

tations and rational comprehension. Within her room, Catherine discovers a chest 
akin to the one described by Henry. Here, her Gothic venture takes a parodic twist, 

as her quest centres on the chest’s contents — an old laundry bill. This ironic twist 

adds a layer of humour and highlights the contrast between Catherine’s expecta-

tions and the mundane reality of the abbey. Consequently, during her adventure, 

6 According to Fordyce in Sermons to Young Women, “[t]here seems to me to be very few, in the style 
of Novel, that you can read with safety, and yet fewer that you can read with advantage” (113). 

Gisborne, in An Enquiry into the Duties of the Female Sex, claims that women should not hide their 

intellectual abilities, against which he recommends reading. However, he does not include nov-

els in his recommendation, as even “those which are deemed to have on the whole a moral ten-

dency, a very few perhaps might be selected, which are not liable to the disgraceful charge of being 

occasionally contaminated by incidents and passages unfit to be presented to the reader” (227). 
Furthermore, he claims that the reading habits of women “produce mischievous effects” (228) such 
as the corruption of mind.

7 Mary Wollstonecraft also discussed women’s reading habits: “Yet, when I exclaim against nov-

els, I mean when contrasted with those works which exercise the understanding and regulate 

the imagination. — For any kind of reading I think better than leaving a blank still a blank, ...  

besides, even the productions that are only addressed to the imagination, raise the reader a little 

above the gross gratification of appetites, to which the mind has not given a shade of delicacy” (216).
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commonplace articles such as the chest’s contents acquire Gothic attributes, thus 

encapsulating the deceptiveness of perception induced by literary engagement.

Throughout this part of the novel, the narrator provides parodic remarks 

on Catherine’s actions and thoughts, illustrating the disparity between the protag-

onist of Northanger Abbey and the heroine of The Mysteries of Udolpho. Catherine’s char-

acter is significantly shaped by her fervent imagination, standing in stark contrast 
to the rational considerations of Emily, the protagonist of Radcliffe’s novel. Emily 
St. Aubert’s stay in Udolpho castle is plagued by mysterious events, which she 

instinctively feels to be supernatural, while her logic insists on rational explanations 

(cf. Radcliffe 167). Conversely, Catherine anticipates and even craves the spectre 
of dread: “yes, these were characteristic sounds; — they brought to her recollection 

a countless variety of dreadful situations and horrid scenes, which such buildings had 

witnessed, and such storms ushered in” (171). As a result, the main difference between 
the two protagonists is that, as a true heroine, Emily knows that she has to rely on her 

own sensibility and objectivity, while Catherine is afraid of Henry’s opinion while her 

perception is still shaped by her reading. This is further highlighted when she envi-

sions the potential revelations of the Tilney family vault, turning to her favoured lit-

erary source as a reference point: “Catherine had read too much not to be perfectly 

aware of the ease with which a waxen figure might be introduced, and a supposi-
titious funeral carried on” (196). This excerpt emphasises another layer of parody, 

as Austen draws attention to the Gothic elements through Catherine’s vulnerabil-

ity to literary influence. Instead of incorporating the wax figure into the plot, she 
draws attention to it as part of a Gothic book Catherine has read.

At this point, Catherine is still a vulgar reader: her fantasies make her similar 

to a quixotic character whose “imbalance of reading” invites over-identification with 
fictional characters and situations (Alliston 255). Her naivety and impressionability 
make her fallible to the dangers of the novels she consumes. Her love for Gothic nov-

els emerges from the emotions they evoke, serving as a source of suspense and thrill 

that compel her to engage in speculative conjectures about her surroundings. Her 

immersion within the narrative fabric of The Mysteries of Udolpho triggers the antici-

pation of suspenseful sequences, resonating in her reflections: “while I have Udolpho 
to read, I feel as if nobody could make me miserable. Oh! the dreadful black veil! 

My dear Isabella, I am sure there must be Laurentina’s skeleton behind it” (34–35). 

In contrast to the Tilney siblings, Catherine lacks the necessary semantic compe-

tence to properly evaluate the literary materials she consumes (Simon 105).
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Catherine’s suspicions concerning General Tilney’s potential involvement in his 

wife’s demise intensify after Henry’s temporary absence from the abbey. Catherine 

supposes that Mrs. Tilney could have fallen to a similar death as Madame Montoni, 

who died of fever after Montoni unjustly imprisoned her. Henry’s departure removes 

the prior constraints imposed by his presence, thus allowing Catherine’s ruminations 

to run free of the moderating influence he embodies (Charlton 187). When Catherine 
finds the laundry bill, her first thought is: “How could she have so imposed on her-
self? — Heaven forbid that Henry Tilney should ever know her folly!” (177). However, 

it is worth noting that she thinks her fantasies are a result of Henry’s tale, the same 

person she fears most to find out about her folly: “And it was in a great measure his 
own doing, for had not the cabinet appeared so exactly to agree with his description 

of her adventures, she should never have felt the smallest curiosity about it. This was 

the only comfort that occurred” (177). She links her fantasies to Henry’s tale, par-

adoxically making them originate from the very person she fears will judge them. 

However, upon Henry’s return, their interactions steer her towards a re-evaluation 

of the reasons behind her misreading of people.

doMeSticity and Self-reflection: catherine’S return to fullerton

Volume 2 Chapter 10 is a turning point in the novel, as Catherine’s development 
starts to take shape: “The visions of romance were over, Catherine was completely 

awakened” (204). Under Henry’s guidance, she comes to acknowledge the mis-

alignment between her preconceptions and the actualities of English society, where 

distinctions between virtuous and unvirtuous individuals are not straightforward; 

real people can embody both traits. This realisation is linked to Catherine’s deep 

involvement in a domestic and historically rooted environment: “Among the Alps 

and Pyrenees, perhaps, there were no mixed characters. There, such as were not 

as spotless as an angel, might have the dispositions of a fiend. But in England 
it was not so; among the English, she believed, in their hearts and habits, there was 

a general though unequal mixture of good and bad” (205–206). Her ruminations 

about Woodston’s attributes in this phase underscore this transformation, shift-
ing her aspirations from the Gothic adventures she once envisaged at Northanger 

to Woodston, a domestic setting: “What a revolution in her ideas! she, who had 
so longed to be in an abbey! Now, there was nothing so charming to her imag-

ination as the unpretending comfort of a well-connected Parsonage, something 
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like Fullerton, but better: Fullerton had its faults, but Woodston probably had 
none. — If Wednesday should ever come” (218). It appears that Catherine consist-
ently assumes the role of a heroine upon entering a new environment. Whether 
in the abbey, where she endeavours to embody a Gothic heroine, or at home, where 

she envisages herself as a character in a domestic novel, or in Bath, where she pre-

sents a fusion of romantic and domestic traits, Catherine consistently aligns herself 

with the setting and the genre of her surroundings. This identification with the envi-
ronment and the appropriate narrative genres pervades every level of the story.

During her carriage journey to Fullerton, the noticeable Gothic sensibilities that 

had hitherto coloured Catherine’s disposition progressively dissipate, eventually giv-

ing way to a demeanour characterised by composure and a notable reintegration 

into her domestic sphere. In Part 1, when she leaves for Bath, the narrator makes 

comments about the journey, which evoke domestic and Gothic novels: “Neither 

robbers nor tempests befriended them, nor one lucky overturn to introduce them 

to the hero” (11). However, after being “awakened,” there is no such description: 

“The journey in itself had no terrors for her; and she began it without either dread-

ing its length, or feeling its solitariness” (238). As her familial house comes into 

view, an air of tranquillity envelops her, an outward manifestation of her adept-

ness at readjusting to her familiar domestic responsibilities. The setting of Fullerton 

serves as the backdrop against which Catherine’s self-reflection flourishes, prompting 
her to confront her previous misjudgements and acknowledge her errors. The evo-

lution in her character does not escape the notice of her mother, who remarks: 

“My dear Catherine, I am afraid you are growing quite a fine lady” (249). However, 
she also alludes to the possible mischievous effects of her daughter’s change: “I hope, 
my Catherine, you are not getting out of humour with home because it is not so grand 

as Northanger. That would be turning your visit into an evil indeed ... I did not quite 

like, at breakfast, to hear you talk so much about the French-bread at Northanger” 

(250). Here, Mrs. Morland’s sentiments encapsulate her desire for Catherine to main-

tain a balanced perspective, avoiding undue disenchantment with her home envi-

ronment compared to her Northanger experience. Consequently, she encourages 

Catherine to peruse an essay from The Mirror, in which the author details the negative 

effects of his two daughters staying with a fine woman. This gesture is emblematic 
of the recurring thematic role of reading and its consequences within Austen’s narra-

tive. Catherine now is encouraged to engage with non-fiction, which she previously 
disliked. This is similar to what might have happened in her younger years, when 
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she read books advised by her mother. However, in this scene, Catherine does not 

get the chance to oblige her mother and her actions remain ambiguous. While she 
does not explicitly express a desire not to read the essay, her lack of verbal response 

and subsequent behaviour suggest a degree of reluctance or disinterest. However, 

her decision not to immediately engage with the reading recommended by her 

mother does not necessarily demonstrate disagreement or critical thinking. Rather, 

she seems to be navigating her emotions and responsibilities, as evidenced by her 

attempt to focus on her needlework “with an endeavour to do right” (250). This sug-

gests that Catherine’s reluctance to immediately pursue the book may stem more 

from her emotional state and sense of obligation rather than from a deliberate act 

of critical decision-making. It is also possible that Catherine’s reluctance stems from 

her general attitude towards non-fiction. As her mother perceives that Catherine 
looks “absent and dissatisfied” even after starting knitting, she fetches the book for 
her. Thus, getting Catherine to read the book “some day or other” becomes a mat-

ter of now (205). Still, Catherine does not get the chance to read the essay when her 

mother returns with it, because Henry’s arrival diverts the focus of the scene away 

from reading to himself.

Eventually, Catherine’s progression is rewarded with the customary happy end-

ing of any heroine — the promise of marriage, a characteristic feature of domestic 

novels (Fraiman et al. 170). This is a recurring feature in Austen’s novels as a reward 

of the heroine’s self-development. Equipped with the wisdom of rationality and dis-

cernment, instilled by the guidance of Henry and Eleanor, Catherine successfully 

transcends the allure of fantastical narratives, transforming into the embodiment 

of the true heroine intrinsic to the Bildungsroman tradition. In the Bildungsroman, 

“the imperative takes on a new importance,” and the idea of an individual’s self-

evolution and progress becomes a personal choice (Bakhtin 414). This imperative 

can be seen at work when she does not read the essay her mother recommends, and 

when she makes the conscious decision to let go of her Gothic fantasies, although 

both choices are influenced by both internal reflection and external influences. 
In the Bildungsroman, the characters’ development is closely tied to the environ-

ment they are in, and the challenges and opportunities they encounter. This cor-

relation is evident in the transition of the setting from the commencement of Part 

1 to the conclusion of Part 3, both situated in Fullerton. It is within this setting that 

the protagonist embarks on her journey of development, ultimately attaining the con-

ventional reward of such growth.



REBEKA SIMON

82

Towards the final phases of the narrative, there is a perceptible thematic shift, 
where the focus of Austen’s parodic intent is seemingly pivoting from Catherine her-

self to a satirical portrayal of the conventional heroine archetype. Her departure 

is unconventional, as seen in the narrator’s claim that it is Henry, and not Catherine, 

who feels gratitude. As the narrator humorously comments: “It is a new circum-

stance in romance, I acknowledge, and dreadfully derogatory of an heroine’s dig-

nity; but if it be as new in common life, the credit of a wild imagination will at least 

be all my own” (Austen, Northanger Abbey 253). This subversion of established expec-

tations underscores Austen’s penchant for injecting her narrative with subversive 

wit, as well as her astute awareness of the genre’s conventions, which she playfully 

manipulates to underscore her distinct authorial voice.

The final phase of Northanger Abbey effectively encapsulates Catherine 
Morland’s transformative journey from a naive girl captivated by Gothic imagin-

ings to a self-assured heroine attuned to the nuances of her domestic milieu. Through 

Catherine’s evolving character, Austen not only engages with prevailing literary con-

ventions but she also offers a refined exploration of individual growth, and the trans-
formative power of critical self-reflection.

concluSion

Critical discourse surrounding Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey has evolved over 

the past decades, offering diverse perspectives on the structural intricacies and the-

matic content of the novel. There is a consensus among scholars about the dichoto-

mous division of Northanger Abbey, which is based on the settings and the two volumes 

of the novel. The stylistic discrepancies of the narrative tend to be seen as a result 

of its prolonged composition and protracted publication processes. However, a more 

detailed perspective emerges when considering the division of the novel into three 

stylistically distinct sections, characterised by different reading habits, settings, and 
genres. Such an approach emphasises the evolution of the protagonist, Catherine 

Morland, while it also highlights the role of reading habits in character develop-

ment in the stylistically different parts of the novel.
Through stylistic analysis, the essay has revealed how Austen’s deliberate 

artistic choices accentuate Catherine’s progression and reflect the narrative’s the-

matic nuances. In Part 1, characterised by the conventions of domestic fiction, 
Catherine’s naivety and limited reading experiences are mirrored in the restricted 
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syntactic construction and vocabulary density. As the narrative progresses into Part 

2, marked by the presence of Gothic elements, Catherine’s immersion in Gothic fic-

tion is reflected in increased syntactic complexity (rising average sentence length) 
and higher vocabulary density. The final part showcases the highest syntactic com-

plexity and moderate vocabulary density, indicating Catherine’s matured under-

standing of the world. Therefore, the stylistic disparities within the text are not 

merely outcomes of its composition and publication process but deliberate choices 

to emphasise Catherine’s maturation.

By analysing the context of the novel’s literary references, the essay has also 

traced Catherine’s development from reading sentimental novels to embracing and 

critically assessing Gothic stories. The recurrence of allusions to authors in the final 
chapters symbolises Catherine’s integration of varied literary experiences into a bal-

anced perspective. Thus, the division of the novel into three stylistically distinct sec-

tions emphasises Catherine’s evolution and the role of reading habits in her character 

development. Austen uses this method to highlight the dynamic interplay between 

narrative structure and character growth. Catherine’s fascination with Gothic nov-

els serves as a narrative device and thematic exploration, illustrating the trans-

formative power of literature. Her journey from vivid imagination to rationality, 

culminating in her return to domestic life, symbolizes her growth and integration 

into society as a heroine.

In conclusion, my analysis demonstrated notable differences among the three 
parts of the text. The first and third parts share similarities in generic terms, while 
the second part stands apart. Syntactic analysis, however, reveals a trend of increas-

ing sentence complexity across the three parts. This indicates two key findings: firstly, 
the narrative structure transitions from domestic to Gothic and back to domestic 

genres, and secondly, stylistic complexity reflects Catherine’s maturation. These 
findings align with my claims that Catherine’s evolving readings are mirrored 
in the genres associated with each part, and that these readings correspond to her 

growth, thus framing the novel as a Bildungsroman. Thus, Northanger Abbey presents 

a tripartite structure that aligns with Catherine’s developmental journey and reflects 
Austen’s exploration of reading habits and their impact on character growth, while 

the observed, highly genre-specific stylistic variability also highlights the socio-his-
torical determinacy of literary genres and forms.
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aPPendix a

Part 1 Part 2 Part 3
“Northanger 

Part”

Vocabulary 
Density

0.099 0.186 0.159 0.126

Words per 
Sentences

20.5 24.4 25.7 25.1
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aPPendix B

Document 

Name

Domestic 

Novel 

Words

Gothic 

Novel 

Words

Word 
Count

Score Do-

mestic

Score 

Gothic

Part 1 570 219 15099 0.038 0.005

Part 2 111 93 5168 0.021 0.007

Part 3 220 72 6262 0.035 0.004

“Northang-

er Part”
331 165 11429 0.029 0.006
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Non-Places in Edward Lear’s Limericks1
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Abstract: Space as the locus of a game (“field”) has been a common metaphor in analysing 
Victorian nonsense literature: Elizabeth Sewell’s 1952 monograph incorporated it already in its 
title, The Field of Nonsense, while Susan Stewart’s study, Nonsense (1978), identifies dis-
cursive operations of nonsense-making “within a closed field.” However, little has been said about 
space as a motif (or topos) in the primary texts of nonsense. Although Gillian Beer in her 2016 
book Alice in Space treats certain spatial aspects of Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, the spaces 
of Edward Lear’s limericks are yet to be explored. The paper attempts such an exploration by invok-
ing anthropologist Marc Augé’s term “non-place” (non-lieu) from his 1992 study (first published 
in English in 1995 with the title Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity). 
Augé describes a central part of what he calls supermodernity within the context of anthropology, 
a field apparently far away from my primary concern. Yet it is not difficult to recognise similarities 
between lonely spots of modern cityscape such as train stations, shopping malls, airplane cabins, 
or driver’s seats — and the places in Lear’s poems like the snippets of countryside in the limericks 
or the Great Gromboolian Plain. Augé’s analyses of excess of space (as well as time), especially 
space perceived in travel, and of places unconcerned with (social) relations, history, or identity, where 
solitude reigns, ring familiar when reading Lear’s limericks and nonsense songs. By incorporating 
the main qualities of the non-place, this paper offers an interpretive framework for Lear’s nonsense 
poetry that can be potentially extended to Victorian nonsense literature in general.

1 A doctoral candidate at ELTE Eötvös Loránd University, the author passed away before he could 

add his finishing touches to this paper. Editors of The AnaChronisT consider it their privilege to pub-

lish it without alterations.

BALÁZS SÁNTA

https://doi.org/10.53720/AZVF6236


BALÁZS SÁNTA

88

“And children swarmed to him like set-
tlers. He became a land.” 

(W. H. Auden, “Edward Lear”)

The last line of W. H. Auden’s poem about Lear captures the poet as a site for chil-

dren, his primary intended readers. His identification with a place may appear par-
adoxical since it was Lear himself, like many of his nonsense creatures, who was 

always in pursuit of sites — both as a landscape painter and a traveller and trav-

elogue writer. He preferred wide, open landscapes — but what kind of land can 
it be that he became? And what is the kind of place that his nonsense created? Does 

nonsense have a landscape?

Space as the locus of a game (“field”) has been a common metaphor in analysing 
Victorian nonsense literature. In Field of Nonsense, one of the first accounts of nonsense 
literature in English, Elizabeth Sewell sets out to discover the structure of what she 
regards as Victorian nonsense literature, or simply, “Nonsense.” She finds that this 
structure is best described with the analogy of game or play. Games indeed appear 
as a central motif in both Carroll’s and Lear’s most well-known works. Croquet 

and cards in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and chess in Through the Looking-Glass 
and What Alice Found There recur as structured activities organising the texts to some 
extent, and Carroll’s frequent language games, like the playful rhymes with place 
names in Lear’s limericks, all underpin such an interpretation. The latter fall clos-

est to that abstract kind of game that underlies the structure of Nonsense, accord-

ing to Sewell. She defines it as a game played primarily in the mind, which consists 
in the manipulation of abstract entities like numbers and words. For Sewell, the con-

ceptual space for this manipulation — language — is the true “field of the Nonsense 
game” (55). The “field” of this game, however, will not bear many attributes rec-

ognisable in physical spaces. After all, “[i]n Nonsense all the world is paper and all 
the seas are ink” (Sewell 17).

Susan Stewart in her eminent study of nonsense is chiefly concerned with 
the “‘how’ questions” (vii) of making sense and nonsense as two opposing but com-

plementary strategies of interpreting experience and grasping human existence and 
social life. She considers nonsense “as an activity by which the world is disorganised 
and reorganised” (vii) and analyses its different procedures or operations of “trans-
forming common sense into nonsense” (viii). Space features in this context as a con-

ceptual metaphor for these operations to “take place” in. For example, borrowing 
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Hugh Kenner’s term “closed field” regarding how fictions work, Stewart discusses 
“arrangement and rearrangement within a closed field” (171) as a nonsense opera-

tion. Although she observes that nonsense play “involves the construction of another 
space/time, another domain having its own procedures of interpretation” (63), her 
essay is not concerned with the physical spaces of nonsense.

Jean-Jacques Lecercle’s oft-quoted Philosophy of Nonsense does not treat space even 

as a conceptual metaphor. He is interested mainly in the linguistic intuitions of non-

sense literature — the implicit observations about language that would be articulated 
in the theories of Austin, Searle, and Grice, anticipating “the main aspects of the cur-
rent philosophical debate, or the discoveries of generative grammar” (2). He finds 
nonsense to work according to the dialectic of subversion and support or excess and 
lack. Nonsense, Lecercle claims, is both conservative, “deeply respectful of author-
ity in all its forms: rules of grammar, maxims of conversation and of politeness,” and 
revolutionary at the same time, “ joyously” subverting “rules and maxims” (2–3).

Although occasional remarks on characteristic space(s) of nonsense do surface 
in the critical literature — for example, that escape into imaginative worlds is “a real 
and significant feature of play” in Lear’s poetry (Williams and Bevis 6) — little 
has been said about space as a motif (or topos) in the primary texts of nonsense. 

Gillian Beer in her 2016 book Alice in Space treats certain spatial aspects of Lewis 

Carroll’s Alice books, but the spaces of Edward Lear’s poetry are yet to be explored. 

This paper embarks on such an exploration by analysing Lear’s limericks. What 
is the kind of place that characterises the Learean limerick? A reformulation of this 

question may help us find an answer. If, according to Lecercle, nonsense literature 
entails intuitions of twentieth-century language philosophy, then are there any intu-

itions of space theory that Edward Lear’s limericks, as a particular facet of non-

sense literature, entail? If so, what can these intuitions tell us about Lear’s limericks?

The paper will answer these questions by invoking anthropologist Marc 
Augé’s term “non-place” (non-lieu) introduced in his 1992 study, first published 
in English in 1995 with the title Non-Places: An Introduction to Supermodernity. I will 

argue that Augé’s theory of typical contemporary spaces can inform, in retrospect, 
the interpretation of Lear’s limericks the same way as modern theories of lan-

guage inform our understanding of nonsense literature in general. For this pur-
pose, I will first briefly review Augé’s concept and its context to spell out its most 
important features, and then proceed to analyse some of the limericks to show 
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how considering the “non-place” can aid our understanding of the spatial aspects 
of the Learean limerick.

“Non-place” (non-lieu), a coinage by French anthropologist Marc Augé, is a space 
where sense of identity is diminished, providing the self with the illusion of a void: like 
a passenger staring absent-mindedly at the billboards of a metro station, the individ-

ual confronts emptiness of space, time, and reference. Such spaces are “designed and 
intended for the frictionless passage of a nameless and faceless multitude” (Buchanan, 

“non-place” 346). Augé defines the non-place in opposition to an “anthropological 
place,” where identity matters and is symbolised by means of handling space — like 
in the case of a church, a monument in a town square, or any other hallmark of com-

munal identity and belonging. There, the organisation of space mirrors cultural 
relations, identities, and histories (Augé 42), whereas non-places are characterised 
by the absence of such relations. “If a place can be defined as relational, historical 
and concerned with identity, then a space which cannot be defined as relational 
or historical, or concerned with identity will be a non-place” (Augé 63). As one of his 
critics observes, non-places, in more concrete terms, “appear to have a material 
form or geometry that corresponds to the architectures of communication or trans-
port networks” (Merriman 54). Indeed, notes Augé, “[t]he traveller’s space may ... 
be the archetype of non-place” (Augé 70).

A pun in the original complements these definitions. The book’s English transla-

tor, John Howe, makes the following remark in a footnote to the text: “The expres-
sion non-lieu ... is more commonly used in French in the technical juridicial sense 
of ‘no case to answer’ or ‘no grounds for prosecution’: a recognition that the accused 
is innocent” (Augé 82). This double entendre further refines non-places as spaces where 
the individual (typically a traveller) passes through in permissible anonymity.

The context of Augé’s coinage is the cultural epoch he terms supermodernity 
(surmodernité), whose essence the non-place captures. This is our contemporary 

age — as experienced in the Western world — after postmodernism (although when 
the postmodern ended and the supermodern began remains unclear). He defines this 
epoch within the triangle of three figures of excess, “the essential quality of the super-
modern” (Augé 24): excess of space, excess of time, and excess of meaning. These 
figures complement the concept of the non-place by providing further context to it.

Excess of space encapsulates the experience of burgeoning metropolitan city-

scapes, a sense of going even beyond ourselves as humanity explores outer space. 
In the supermodern, however, we experience not only vast spaces literally or virtually 
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explored within a short span of time (the “shrinking of the planet”), but also “a uni-
verse that is relatively homogenous in its diversity” (26). The author thus captures 
in spatial terms a globalised, post-industrial cultural state at the centre of our epoch. 
Excess of time refers to the temporal dimension of the same experience: the shrink-

ing of time, the perception of “history snapping at our heels” (25). A world-wide 
pandemic and the outbreak of full-fledged warfare on European soil well after 
the book’s publication illustrate this all too vividly.

The third dimension of the supermodern Augé explores is excess of meaning. 
The contemporary Western world presents scholars intending to describe it with 
two problems: first, that of the Western ethnologist as “a privileged informant” 
(32), an individual who, being the subject of ethnological research, is at the same 
time a member of the society that is the object of study. Second, individuality has 
always been of special importance in Western society itself — Augé offers the exam-

ples of individual freedoms in politics and “an advertising apparatus” (32) target-
ing the individual. Therefore, the “individual production of meaning” (30), beyond 
the partly self-reflective nature of its method, is recognised as one of the most 
important features of our times. Thus, the “individual reference” or the “individ-

ualisation of references” (32) problematises generalisation, or the inductive method 
central to anthropology.

Peter Merriman offers some insightful criticism regarding Augé’s points. 
As he argues, “the theoretical arguments in Non-Places read as general theoretical 
statements,” whereas the “generic traveller” making these statements “is the priv-

ileged and successful professor, Augé himself,” who “fails to discuss his privileged 
position as a relatively affluent, white, Western, male anthropologist-traveller” (55). 
That said, Non-Places still seems to articulate a real experience, whatever limitations 

it may have. Even if not available to all in the same form, solitary travel as a rou-

tine, by comparatively advanced technological means that provide leisure to explore 
the space bubble of the traveller, does entail perceptions to which it is possible for 

a great multitude to relate. In addition, as Agué himself notes in the book, “it is quite 
possible that ethnology will be straying from the true path if it replaces its field 
of study with the study of those who have done fieldwork” (30). Distancing himself 
from postmodern anthropology, Augé observes its “reductivist method (field to text, 
text to author)” as being “in fact just a particular expression” (30) of supermoder-
nity’s individualisation of references.
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Another point in Augé’s account that has received criticism is the question 
of originality. In its effort to conceptualise the contemporary, Non-Places may seem 

to be “overstating the novelty of ... experiences of mobility, speed and acceleration” 
(Merriman 11). The book may display a “lack of historical insight” (Merriman 11) 
into modernity when associating non-places, their production, and the attitudes 
toward them, chiefly with late capitalism or “supermodernity,” whereas very sim-

ilar, if not identical, accounts of the sensation of fast-paced travelling are traceable 
to at least the nineteenth century with the increasingly wide-spread use of the rail-
way, for example (concerning mobility), or the post office (in communication). In fact, 
Augé does reflect on this aspect of relative cultural change and novelty when drawing 
a parallel (albeit in a different context) between the supermodern of the late twenti-
eth and early twenty-first century and cultural phenomena of the nineteenth, not-
ing “[c]hanges of scale, changes of parameter: as in the nineteenth century, we are 
poised to undertake the study of new civilisations and new cultures” (Augé 29). While 
this paper does not intend to delimit the applicability of non-places to late or early 

capitalism, for its own purposes, it is useful to take up this aspect of Augé’s account. 
The protagonists of Edward Lear’s poetry will be argued to inhabit spaces that, 
if not the same, do resemble Augé’s non-places.

One of the most well-known group of poems Edward Lear produced is the lim-

ericks. Each of these condensed pieces of rigorous form presents a persona with 
curious habits who is typically described as belonging to a particular place: an old 
(rarely young) person (sometimes man or lady) of a place (most often denoted with 
a proper name). Ina Rae Hark offers an exhaustive description of the structural fea-

tures of Lear’s limericks in her study Edward Lear (24–52). She designates “The Old 
Person of Deal” as “[t]he archetypical Learean limerick” (25) in this regard:

There was an Old Person of Deal, 

Who in walking used only his heel; 
When they said, ‘Tell us why?  — he made no reply; 
That mysterious Old Person of Deal. (Lear 331, Figure 1)2

2 When quoting Lear’s limericks, the paper retains the spelling and capitalisation used in The Complete 
Nonsense and Other Verse, edited by Viven Noakes. Page numbers refer to this edition. For a discus-
sion of establishing consistency in this regard, see Noakes, “A Note on the Texts” (l–li). The elec-

tronic texts, however (with Noakes’s consistent spelling), and the images of Lear’s illustrations, are 
taken from the ebook editions of A Book of Nonsense and More Nonsense in Project Gutenberg.
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The most obvious point of concern with space in the limerick is the place name 

in the first line (recurring in the last) that serves as a means of identification for 
the Old Person. He is implicitly claimed to belong there in some sense, at least 
coming from that place. However, although “[b]eing identified with a place name 
implies belonging, fitting in with a habitat or social group,” as Brown observes, 

“the protagonists of the limericks are presented as peculiar species that each consist 
of only one member” (168). No matter what place the old person is identified with, 
he must be one of a kind.

Deal is a port town in Kent, England. Does this matter, though? Does it have any 
bearing on the person’s qualities in any way or on whatever happens in the poem? 
We could also ask if having Dover, some nine miles to the south, instead, would 
change anything in the poem. It seems that the only qualities of Deal that play any 
role in the limerick are the number of its syllables and the last two sounds in it that 

provide a rhyme with “heel.” The place name turns out to serve only a verbal 
function. This stands in contrast to its semantic role as a point of identification; 
in fact, it does not identify the person in any way, who thus proceeds to his busi-

ness in the relative anonymity of the passenger in Augé’s non-place. If that is so, 
then anything rhyming with “heel” would do — as a place, Deal has no significance 
because it could be any place; it is an empty reference. It has no real concern for 
identity or relations (nor indeed for history), so, despite all its rich maritime history, 

in Augé’s sense it is a non-place in Lear’s limerick.
Lear himself took great pleasure in walking tours, and it is with reason that 

Noakes gave her biography the subtitle The Life of a Wanderer: “Lear always enjoyed 
walking — it was the most certain way of keeping off attacks of epilepsy — and 
he found the world a happier place when he was outside and on the move” (78). 
This limerick’s protagonist is reminiscent of his author in this regard, too (aside 
from an apparent inclination for entertainment). This is another aspect relevant 

for Augé’s concept of the non-place. The action in which this limerick’s protagonist 
is involved both actually and habitually is a way of travelling, and the traveller’s space 
is “the archetype of non-place.” This may account for the emptiness of the pic-

ture’s background, but also, coming back to words, for the relative emptiness of ref-
erence to the town of Deal. This place name, as that of over a hundred others, seems 

only to feature in the verses as one item in an itinerary of places. When explain-

ing the concept of the non-place, Augé quotes the French Jesuit scholar Michel 
de Certeau’s observations in L’Invention du Quotidien (1980), about proper names 
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rendering places as mere itinerary items — converting places proper (Augé’s “anthro-

pological places”) into non-places.3 Place names, in Certeau’s words, “create non-
place in the places; they turn them into passages” (qtd. in Augé 69). Augé carries 
the idea further and expounds:

We could say, conversely, that the act of passing gives a particu-

lar status to place names, that the fault lines resulting from the law 
of the other [Certeau’s term for place names diverting attention from 
one another in an itinerary], and causing a loss of focus, is the hori-
zon of every journey (accumulation of places, negation of place), and 
that the movement that “shifts lines” and traverses places is, by def-
inition, creative of itineraries: that is, words and non-places. (69)

This is exactly what happens to Deal and all other proper place names in the rest 

of the limericks. They become sheer words in a list, through mere mention with-

out any real significance (there is only the rhyme that justifies them), and also 
owing to a particular sense of travelling, traversing them in glimpses, at a pace 
hurried by the terse and short verse form that is coupled with the sheer number 

of the limericks (about a hundred on average per each volume). Hence, the ideal 
reader of the limericks can be easily seen as one of the “solitary ‘travellers’ of the last 
[i.e. the nineteenth] century — not professional travellers or scientists, but travellers 
on impulse or for unexpected reasons — [among whom] we are most likely to find 
prophetic evocations of spaces in which neither identity, nor relations, nor history 

really make any sense” (Augé 70). It seems that the prototype for the limericks fea-

tures the archetype of the non-place.

The words, writes Viven Noakes, are “inseparable” from the pictures accompa-

nying the verses in Lear’s poetry (57), which is thus both a verbal and a visual form 
of art. (Lear was also — by his self-definition, primarily — an illustrator and land-

scape painter.) The picture itself contains another spatial reference. The Old Person, 

to the right, is holding a walking stick in each hand and is indeed on his heels — walk-

ing, as indicated in the second verse. This, as well as his outfit (especially his cap), 
indicate an exterior scene. In juxtaposition, the other person, to the left, is sitting 
on a chair, without a head covering, which suggests rather an interior. With no other 

3 He also cites the writer François-René de Chateaubriand’s Itinéraire de Paris à Jerusalem from 1811 

later to the same end.
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indication of where we are (except perhaps the shadows, which indicate that the light 
is coming from behind the man on the chair), the scene of chance meeting between 
the two men may be said to take place in a non-place in a more general sense, too.

The Deal poem seems indeed prototypical in the kind of spatial reference it has 

in the first line, which identifies both its Old Person and itself as a piece of verse. 
If it is prototypical, then what is true of it should apply to most of the other limer-

icks as well. Let us see if this is so, and what we can say about the rest.

Together with Deal, 215 limericks were published in Lear’s lifetime in one 
of three different volumes: A Book of Nonsense (first published in 1846 with a second, 
unchanged edition of 1855, both containing 73 limericks), the third, enlarged edi-
tion of A Book of Nonsense (1861) having 42 additional limericks, and More Nonsense 
(1872) with 100. Noakes mentions the limericks by the ending of the first lines 
(e.g. “Deal”), which already shows the prominence of this structural part within 
each piece. Like most of the old persons, most of the limericks they dwell in are 

identified and recalled by a place. As Ina Rae Hark points out, “[t]he generic des-
ignations given the men, ladies, and persons, often linked to their places of origin, 
constitute their sole appellations; no limerick protagonist bears a proper name (26).

Unique locations appear to be the norm among the limericks with such refer-
ences. Lear himself must have considered reference to such specific real places spe-

cially to his purposes. Only 55 limericks have no reference to any location, and 

only about 60% of these (32) were published before Lear’s death. As Hark observes,

Lear obviously grew fonder of the geographical associations, since 
the number of characters whose homes are not specified declines 
to eighteen in the second series. The use of these real place names 
contributes to the overall nonsensicalness of the limericks by creat-

ing a tension between the actual and the impossible. Many events 
in the poems could not occur outside the boundaries of fantasy, but 

instead of situating the action in a make-believe world (as he will 
do in some of the longer poems), Lear sets them in known, if some-

times exotic, places. (27)

However, we should still bear in mind the fact about Deal; namely, that despite 
its being a real place, the actual reference, however unique, does not seem to matter 
at all. Vienna does not have anything more to do with tinctures of Senna than Nice 
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with geese (Lear 360) or Greenwich with garments bordered with spinach (Lear 370). 
Even such historic spots as Troy (Lear 88, 93), Sparta (Lear 94), or Thermopylae 
(Lear 330) confuse an educated audience with their apparent refusal to activate 

a cultural context any more than the mere mention of the name. Anything we may 
know about the Homeric epics will contribute as much to our appreciation of the Old 

Person of Troy, taking warm brandy and soy (“with a spoon, by the light of the moon, 
/ In sight of the city of Troy”) as to that of the skill of the Young Lady who tri-
umphed over some large flies that annoyed her. While children, the original audi-
ence of Lear’s nonsense, may not be (have been) bothered with it, the interplay 

of expectations aroused and defeated in more cultivated minds undoubtably adds 

an extra layer of amusement to these pieces. Part of how this amusement is cre-

ated is by means of the juxtaposition of a seemingly rich field of reference activated 
by the place name and the discovery of the complete lack in its place, which again 
results in the negation of reference, the negative of the place — non-place.

The non-place, as Augé explains, captures the essence of supermodernity, 
as defined within the network of figures of excess — of space, time, and meaning. 
If the non-place captures something of the spatial aspect of Lear’s limericks, then 
so will these figures of excess, in their turn, be refracted in the topoi of the poetry. 

The sheer quantity of (empty) references to the kind of places found so typical 

in the limericks (214 locations in 269 limericks in total) is one example of excess 
of space, experienced primarily through their fictional visitation one by one.

Travelling is the archetype of the non-place, and it is one of the most common 
themes of the limericks as well. As the place names start piling up in his/her mind, 
the reader is unnoticeably slipping into the traveller’s position as described by Augé. 
From Coblenz (Lear 71) to Crowle (Lear 369) via Cashmere (Lear 353) would appear 
to be just the kind of list that Augé’s exemplary traveller Pierre Dupont confronts 
when leafing through a travel brochure in his plane cabin. Lear’s protagonists travel 
by curious ways and means, and the Old Person of Deal’s may not be the most sur-

prising. Walking is preferred, too, by the Old Man of Coblenz:

The length of whose legs was immense; 
He went with one prance from Turkey to France, 

That surprising Old Man of Coblenz. (Lear 71, Figure 2)
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Born for the walk, this old man is aided by a walking stick similarly “immense” 
as the length of his legs, but he seems also to need a pair of glasses, perhaps to enjoy 
the sights better from a surprisingly high perspective as if from a bird’s eye view. 
That perspective and the pace of his walking (over 2,200 km / 1,400 m of air 
distance “with one prance”)4 are reminiscent of the travellers of supermodernity 

as described by Augé: “while we use the word ‘space’ to describe the frequenta-

tion of places that specifically defines the journey, we should still remember that 
there are spaces in which the individual feels himself to be a spectator without pay-

ing much attention to the spectacle” (70). This is how “the position of spectator” 
becomes “the essence of the spectacle” and the places defining a journey become 
non-places. The Old Man of Coblenz, looking straight ahead in the picture, focus-
ing on the walk rather than the Oriental cityscape diminishing at his right foot, 
can indeed be considered both a spectator and a spectacle at the same time. His 

perception of the view through his glasses from high above must be similar to that 
of Augé’s spectator-traveller.

Similar experiences of traveling recur in other pieces as well, like in “There was 
an Old Man on a hill”:

Who seldom, if ever, stood still; 
He ran up and down in his Grandmother’s gown, 
Which adorned that Old Man on a hill. (Lear 158, Figure 3)

If not in physical dimensions, this old man shares in Coblenz’s pace and vitality, 
but also in a penchant for spectacle with the said gown — worn with a hat. Running 
up and down also implies little care for destinations — being on the move is more 
important than whatever it is made toward. Such an inclination is even more strik-

ing in the decision of the Young Lady of Sweden:

Who went by the slow train to Weedon; 
When they cried, “Weedon Station!” she made no observation, 
But thought she should go back to Sweden. (Lear 89, Figure 4)

It would be in vain to guess at a reason for the lady’s disappointment, but she is cer-
tainly taking her time “by the slow train” (emphasis added) between an undefined 

4 This is the approximate air distance between Paris and Constantinople (today’s Istanbul).
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part of the Scandinavian country and a village in Buckinghamshire (or is it Weedon 
Bec of West Northamptonshire?). Here again, as anywhere else, the rhyming 
of the first line’s place name with the second line’s ending establishes a connec-

tion that is otherwise left unmotivated, which creates the nonsense so typical 

of the Learean limerick. Again, the effect is like that produced by the seemingly hap-

hazard list of the magazine Augé’s Pierre Dupont is leafing through in the Prologue:

Waiting for take-off, while newspapers were being distributed, 
he glanced through the company’s in-flight magazine and ran his 
finger along the imagined route of the journey: Heraklion, Larn-

aca, Beirut, Dhahran, Dubai, Bombay, Bangkok… more than nine 
thousand kilometres in the blink of an eye, and a few names that had 

cropped up in the news over the years. (Augé 2–3)

Change the city names in Dupont’s reading for some in Lear’s limericks, and lit-
tle will be altered in our impression. “Denuded of content, of local colour and rich-

ness, ... place names are inchoate words, mere word-sounds” — Brown’s contention 
(181) could well be about the passage just quoted. It happens to treat Lear’s limericks, 
though, and the way Sweden and Weedon are brought together reflects a similar logic 
as in the list of cities in Augé. If not rhyming (but notice the charm of the occasional 
alliteration in Dhahran and Dubai and Bombay and Bangkok), the somewhat arbi-
trarily selected points of a long journey mirror the pairing of Sweden and Weedon. 

“The limericks furnish few opportunities for sightseeing, little or no sense of place” 
(Brown 181), and the young lady indeed decides to go back to Sweden with “no obser-
vation.” Her attitude relativises even the direction of the route: it does not matter 
whether it is Sweden to Weedon, or Weedon to Sweden — the point seems to be that 

we are on the move, like in Deal, Coblenz, or in the “Old Man on a hill” piece.
Untypically named but similarly iconic is the Old Man at a Junction:

Whose feelings were wrung with compunction 

When they said, “The Train’s gone!” he exclaimed, “How forlorn!” 

But remained on the rails of the Junction. (Lear 328, Figure 5)

His fate could have been the Young Lady of Sweden’s, too, had she decided to make 
some observation of Weedon and missed her train back. More importantly, this old 
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man has an unknown destination or departure, and is aptly labelled after the typi-

cal non-place where he is: “of a Junction,” that is, a station for more than one train. 
“How forlorn,” he exclaims, expressive also of the solitude Augé speaks of regard-

ing the individual’s state at non-places, “prophetic evocations” (Augé 70) of which 
he finds in solitary travellers’ accounts of the nineteenth century. This junction 
is like the “spaces in which solitude is experienced as an overburdening or emptying 
of individuality” (Augé 70), and the Old Man remains on its rails, a non-place within 
a non-place. This is the ultimate spot of such a space, not even a point, designed 
rather as a pair of lines serving the continuous movement of the train (as opposed 
to the buffer); a set of “installations needed for the accelerated circulation of pas-
sengers and goods” (Augé 28). With the Old Man’s nonsensically irrational stay-

ing there in limbo, in between two trains diminishing in the distance, the verses 
and the picture (Fig. 5) both paradoxically capture another aspect of the same state 
of mind that is expressed elsewhere by Lear through constant movement drifting 
without an aim. It could also vividly illustrate Augé’s idea of the non-place, if not for 
the man’s posture and face, expressing his exaggerated feelings “wrung with com-

punction,” an image overdramatised for the limerick’s comic effect.
The quality of the spaces that appear in the limericks adds even more depth 

to the same figure of excess. Besides a poet, Lear was also a traveller and a profes-
sional landscape painter, seeking wide horizons in his travels to reproduce on his can-

vases. None of the limericks features a place smaller than a village, but these wider 
horizons are most evident among the less typical limericks that identify their pro-

tagonists with locations other than settlements. Aside from whole islands like Crete 
(Lear 165) and Corsica (Lear 373), limerick people are sometimes associated with 

rivers ranging from the Dee (Lear 86, 109) to the Rhine (Lear 461) and the Nile 
(Lear 102). Larger regions like th’ Abruzzi (Lear 79) and Bohemia (Lear 102) also 
feature in some pieces, but the widest horizons are arguably supplied by the four 
cardinal directions: the North (Lear 101), the East (Lear 99), the South (Lear 90), 

and the West (Lear 87, 98). Some anthropological quality typically associated with 
these locations (especially from a European perspective) does feature in the pic-

tures; for example, the Old Man of Jamaica (Lear 98) is black (as his newly wed-

ded wife finds out to her distress), and the Old Man of the East is clad in Middle 
Eastern fashion, but what the limerick people do or what happens to them (marry-

ing a Quaker, being killed by the misconduct of their children) is once again unre-

lated to the location they are identified with.
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Such wide horizons seem to be telling of the perspective, both literally and met-
aphorically, that the limericks represent. This is especially evident in the pictures. 

One example is that illustrating The Old Man of Philae:

Whose conduct was scroobious and wily; 
He rushed up a Palm when the weather was calm, 

And observed all the ruins of Philæ. (Lear 167, Figure 6)

Philae refers both to an island in the Nile and to a complex of several ancient temples 

built upon it, of which Lear painted the Temple of Isis more than once.5 The Temple 
of Isis, Philae (oil on canvas, with the size 13 ½ × 21 ½ in) records it as seen from 
the north and offers a very similar view as that in the picture for the verses, only 
without the palm tree and the Old Person. Lear described the place to his sis-

ter Ann as “more like a real fairy island than anything else I can compare it to” 
(qtd. in Noakes 124), an impression reflected in the colours he used.

Unlike Deal, this limerick has more references to the place mentioned in the first 
line: both the last line and the picture accompanying the text make a connection 
with Philae, and the Old Person’s habit may be seen as reflecting Lear’s own enthu-

siasm. The judgment over his conduct (“scroobious and wily”), though, still seems 
nonsensically disconnected and disconnecting from the scene, creating the over-
all effect common to the rest of the limericks. What sets this piece apart from 
most of the others is the depiction of scenery in the background at a distance, 
in open air. Lear and his company camped in the temple, enjoying “a dinner party 
each evening, with music on the Temple terrace” (Noakes 124) during his first visit 
to the place in 1854, which means he had close access to his subject, but he chose 
a more distant view for the painting as well as the verses and the illustration, cap-

turing as much space as possible.
The Young Lady of Portugal sets herself up in a similarly elevated position 

“to examine the sea” — with a telescope, as depicted in the drawing (Fig. 7):

5 Lear did see the temples on their native Philae Island in 1854 and later, in 1867, but the temple 
complex was moved to nearby Agilkia Island as part of a UNESCO project in the twentieth cen-

tury to save them from destruction. Philae Island was flooded due to the construction of the Aswan 
Dam and is currently underwater in Lake Nasser.
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There was a Young Lady of Portugal, 
Whose ideas were excessively nautical; 
She climbed up a tree to examine the sea, 

But declared she would never leave Portugal. (Lear 163, Figure 7)

Save for two fish in a somewhat artificial close-up (perhaps signalling water), even 
more distance is observed in the background than in Philae, a fact emphasised 
by the lady’s need for a device to aid her visual examination. The vastness of space 

is thus even more pronounced here.

Similar sights of the sea are observed in the background to the Young Lady 
of Firle (Fig. 9) and the feast of the Old Person of Putney:

Whose food was roast spiders and chutney, 

Which he took with his tea, within sight of the sea, 
That romantic Old Person of Putney. (Lear 345, Figure 8)

While the Old Person’s mild romanticism finds sufficient expression in the sight 
of the sea, the focus being on his nonsensical food, a surprising dynamism charac-

terises the Young Lady of Firle:

Whose hair was addicted to curl; 
It curled up a tree, and all over the sea, 

That expansive Young Lady of Firle. (Lear 373, Figure 9)

Now the lady’s locks take centre stage, and their curling, first up the tree in the fore-

ground and then “all over the sea,” threatens to acquire unforeseeable dimensions. 
Pars pro toto, this “expansive” character is jovially merging into the distance and 
promises to unite with space.

The u lt imate propor t ions of space are suggested in the v iew 
of the Old Man of the Hague:

Whose ideas were excessively vague; 
He built a balloon to examine the moon, 

That deluded Old Man of the Hague. (Lear 72, Figure 10)
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About 400,000 km from the Earth on average, the object of this limerick per-
son’s examination (aided again by a telescope) is the farthest away, with empty 
space completely surrounding him in his self-built vehicle. Augé’s observation 
of the changes of scale regarding our own sense of space in supermodernity may 
well inform the perception of today’s readers in appreciating this piece:

We could start by saying — again somewhat paradoxically — that 
the excess of space is correlative with the shrinking of the planet: 
with the distancing from ourselves embodied in the feats of our 
astronauts and the endless circling of our satellites. In a sense, 
our first steps in outer space reduce our own space to an infini-
tesimal point, of which satellite photographs appropriately give 
us the exact measure. (105–106)

This is not to say that the Old Man’s examination of space depicted in this lim-

erick should be taken as a precursor to the cultural impact of space explora-

tion in the 1960s,6 nor that the concept of supermodernity could be applied 

directly to the cultural context of Lear’s piece. However, the “excessively vague” 
(emphasis added) ideas of “That deluded Old Man” and their illustration do exhibit, 
albeit in a playful manner, a sense of excess of space similar to that explored by Augé 
some 150 years later.

Excess of time is the next figure of excess characteristic of supermodernity and 
captured in non-places according to Augé. Two aspects of this figure are notice-

ably present in Lear’s limericks: fast pace and history, “desocialised and artifi-

cialised” (Augé 59), “transformed into an element of spectacle” (Augé 83). A Book 
of Nonsense contained 73 limericks in its first two editions, and 117 in the third, and 
More Nonsense had 100, with most of them referencing a location. Given the short and 
strict, homogenising form, reading each takes merely a few seconds, inviting the audi-
ence to an exciting journey through a multiplicity of places. Covering such a large 
number within such short time implies high speed, as suggested also by the spectac-

ular means of travelling already explored (e.g. in Coblenz, on a Hill, or in Sweden).

6 It may be worth noting, however, that the first astronomical photograph, the earliest surviving 
daguerreotype of the Moon, was taken in 1840 (by a John W. Draper), only a few years before 
the first edition of A Book of Nonsense appeared in 1846.
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Time passing on a grander scale, or history, is made into a spectacle in a few 
of the limericks that happen to feature locations recognised as historic — mostly 
from ancient times. There are two characters of Troy (an Old Person and 

a Young Lady), but the mythical city serves merely as background to the depiction 
of the strange habits of both.

There was an Old Person of Troy, 

Whose drink was warm brandy and soy, 

Which he took with a spoon, by the light of the moon, 
In sight of the city of Troy. (Lear 88, Figure 11)

The kind of drink the Old Person has and the way he takes it occupies the fore-

ground both visually and verbally, while the mention of the city of Troy, with all 
the associations it may invoke, remains almost parenthetical, its function being 
mostly to provide a rhyme with “soy,” an unexpected accessory to brandy. A lesser 
function, it seems, is the play with the potential allusiveness of the name recog-

nised from history by Lear’s adult audience. History and myth have no place other 

than mere spectacle.

It has already been explored how Philae, referencing a complex of ancient 
temples in the upper Nile, refracts ancient Egyptian times by means of captur-

ing the ruins of the Temple of Isis (the illustration might even be seen as captur-
ing the painting Lear made of the island). There the limerick person’s observation 
of the sight from a palm tree represents the kind of distancing in space that can 
be interpreted as a metaphor of history being distanced and framed as background, 
turned into a spectacle. This tendency is taken one step further in the illustration 

for a Young Person whose history

Was always considered a mystery; 
She sate in a ditch, although no one knew which, 
And composed a small treatise on history. (Lear 374, Figure 12)

This atypical limerick mysteriously conceals the pseudo-identity usually cre-

ated by a location of origin for most protagonists. This lack is only reinforced 
by the fact that even her actual whereabouts are unknown. (The ditch she 

has chosen in the picture, however, must command quite an impressive view 
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of the setting — or rising? — sun behind the sea or a pond.) Her work directly con-

cerns history, but it amounts to only “a small treatise,” and what we can see even 
of her book is only its upper half. Thus, history in the abstract, together with the rel-
evance of identity in general, merges into the unknown lady’s personal history 
in the last line, receding completely from view with a possibly setting sun.

The third figure of excess Augé uses to characterise supermodernity and non-
places is excess of meaning or “the individualisation of references.” This figure can 
also be identified in the limericks as a recurring motif. It is present in Lear’s short 
nonsense pieces in three ways: through the multiplicity of singular locations, the pro-

liferation of meanings in nonsense words, and the theme of mystery or enigma.
First, as mentioned before, very few of the place names in the opening lines 

are repeated. This creates an atmosphere of excess — not only of space, but of indi-

vidual places or particular references, too. Secondly, one of the most characteris-

tic feats of nonsense poetry, nonsense words of neologisms, also display the figure 
of excess. Thanks to Edward Lear, the English language has been enriched with 
such lexical items as “abruptious” (“An Old Man of Thames Ditton,” 376) “boras-
cible” (“An Old Person of Bangor” 173), “ombliferous” (“A Young Person of Crete” 
165), and the often recurring “scroobious” (“An Old Person of Philae” 167; “An Old 
Man of Cashmere” 353; and “An Old Person of Grange” 359). Although these nonce 
words do not represent such a strong tendency toward nonsense discourse as in Lewis 
Carroll’s “Jabberwocky,” they do add a recognisable flavour to Lear’s poetry and 
nonsense literature in general.

Jean-Jacques Lecercle in his classic study offers a detailed linguistic analysis 
of literary nonsense. On the level of phonetics, he identifies the kind of linguistic 
invention most prevalent in nonsense as that conforming to the rules of one’s lan-

guage (in Lear’s case, English) and labels it with the French word charabia as opposed 

to lanternois, “the proliferation of obsessional phonemes” (Lecercle 31) that express 
personal fixations to be interpreted by psychoanalysis. Charabia operates with “‘regu-

larly’ invented words” (Lecercle 31), licit coinages exploiting “the possibilities offered 
by the phonotactics of English” (Lecercle 33). The neologisms quoted above from 
Lear’s limericks are examples of this kind of nonsense.7 Charabia, we learn, prevails 

in “the published nonsense of the limericks, where the excessive appeal to constraints 

7 Interestingly, Lecercle notes that lanternois can be traced rather in Lear’s personal letters — one 

example he offers is “abbiblebongibo” (qtd. in Lecercle 32), coming from a letter to Evelyn Baring, 
one of Lear’s friends.
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at all levels precludes the use of imaginary language” (Lecercle 35). On the morpho-

logical level, too, nonsense is found to prefer regular word formation techniques — non-

sense words can be suffixed or suggest a well-formed variant of a (non-existent) stem, 
like “outgrabe” in “Jabberwocky,” which is instinctively taken to be the past tense 
of “outgribe” (whatever that may mean). Nonsense, Lecercle explains, “does not 
invent in a vacuum, but by imitating and exploiting rules” (40).

Indeed, the coinages in Lear’s limericks never break the rules of English, and 
their endings “-ible” (in “borascible”) and “-ous” (in “abruptious,” “ombliferous,” 
and “scroobious”) identify them as adjectives. The fact that they are not follows from 
their meaning — the lack, or, rather, the proliferation of their meaning. This is more 
evident when they are read in their proper contexts. “Borascible” is the word used 
to characterise the Old Man of Bangor,

Whose face was distorted with anger; 
He tore off his boots, and subsisted on roots, 
That borascible Person of Bangor. (Lear 173, Figure 13)

Apparently uncontrollable aggression, directed primarily toward footwear, and 
an appetite for uncooked vegetables suggest a lowness and rawness of character 
that is expressed in the well-formed but unprecedented “borascible.” It reminds 
the reader/listener of “irascible” with an initial /b/ sound added for allitera-

tion with “Bangor.” Formal linguistic rules are duly respected, and it is formal 
properties, too, that seem to necessitate the coinage itself for linguistic euphony. 
However, “borascible” is not “irascible” in disguise: it is a different word, but one 
whose meaning, unlike that of “irascible,” is unclear. Unlike Carroll’s neologisms 
that operate by “simply hybridising a pair of existing words,” “Lear’s more capa-

cious portmanteau words invoke morphemes that chime with broader experiences 

of language use, whether they be conventional, onomatopoeic, or arbitrary and 
accidental” (Brown 180).

Humpty Dumpty might boast to explain it like the “hard words” (Carroll 225) 
in “Jabberwocky,” but we perceive that poem to be more propitious without 
the explanations. There are four whole chapters between the poem’s first occur-
rence in Chapter 1 of Through the Looking-Glass and Alice’s meeting Humpty 
in Chapter 6, which effectively separates its first, untainted reading by Alice 
(and the reader) from the pedantic rereading. The former leaves her with a more 
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vibrant experience expressed in the exclamation, “Somehow it seems to fill my head 
with ideas — only I don’t exactly know what they are!” (Carroll 156). The plural 
in “ideas” signifies an important aspect of the uncertainty of reference in nonsense 
words, a creative lack (of definite or clearly definable meanings) that is just as char-
acteristic of Lear’s verbal creations. This plurality is akin to the excess of meaning 
that the reader perceives in the multiplicity of locations.

According to Lecercle, Victorian nonsense literature’s most prominent char-
acteristic is the dualism of excess and lack — respecting certain rules of language 
to the extreme and ignoring some others at the same time. Augé’s three figures 
of excess defining supermodernity and non-places do not concern language use, but 
they share a parallel dualism. The non-place, besides the excesses of space, time, 

and meaning, also relies on the lack of all those features that make an anthropo-

logical place (identity, history, relations). Thus, the central paradox of excess and 
lack characterises both nonsense (à la Lecercle) and Augé’s non-place. My analysis 
of the limericks has been intended to demonstrate how this theoretical connection 

can aid the understanding of nonsense poetry by exploring the kind of spaces that 
characterise an important facet of Lear’s poetry.

It should be clear that the non-places of supermodernity are not the same 

as the sites of Victorian nonsense. Augé’s account provides an ethnologist’s concep-

tualisation of the late twentieth- and early twenty-first-century Western world, and 
many of the social and technological idiosyncrasies of our times (e.g. the Internet, 
means of personal mobility, comparatively advanced communications technologies) 
set them apart from the world that the Victorians inhabited. However, the social 

and technological circumstances of our post-industrial culture started to take shape 
precisely in the nineteenth-century industrial age that Lear and his contemporaries 
occupied. The railway, for example, that features in more than one limerick came 

to be available to an increasingly wider public — the first locomotive carrying pas-
sengers on a public line made its first journey in 1825 in England, about two dec-

ades before the first volume of Lear’s limericks appeared.
Lecercle’s idea about the intuitions of Victorian nonsense literature has opened 

the possibility of going in the other direction as well. He argued that Carroll’s and 
Lear’s play with language anticipates certain critical approaches to our primary 
means of communication (which also explains why so many philosophers of language 
turn to these authors for examples to demonstrate their points). The present paper 

has proposed that nonsense’s peculiar handling of space can be seen as carrying 
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premonitions of the critical treatment of the sites characterising the contemporary. 
The excesses of space, time, and meaning in the limericks intuitively foreshadow 
Augé’s figures of excess and thus, his concept of non-places. That, in its turn, tells 
us more about the spaces of nonsense and lead Lear’s modern readers to discover 

the curious land that, according to Auden, Lear became.
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Figure 2. An Old Man of Coblenz

 

Figure 3. An Old Man on a hill

 

Figure 4. A Young Lady of Sweden
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Figure 5. An Old Man at a Junction

 

Figure 6. An Old Person of Philæ

 

Figure 7. A Young Lady of Portugal
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Figure 8. An Old Person of Putney

 

Figure 9. A Young Lady of Firle

 

Figure 10. An Old Man of the Hague
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Figure 11. An Old Person of Troy

 

Figure 12. A Young Person whose history

 

Figure 13. An Old Person of Bangor
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Abstract: In homophobic cultures, “cruising,” or the clandestine pursuit of sexual relations with 

strangers, is both a pleasurable act and a means of connecting with other queer individuals. This 

article utilises cruising as an analytical and methodological framework through which to examine 

Eric Stenbock’s “The True Story of a Vampire” (1894) as the author’s allegorical effort to com-

bat his social and sexual isolation. Reading Stenbock’s text through this subcultural queer practice 

reconfigures the archetypal “stranger” — here, the vampire Count Vardalek — from simply threaten-

ing to also a personification of potential pleasure and queer community. This reading expands upon 
recent work in queer theory that argues the artistic works of fin-de-siècle aesthetes were a means 
of gaining sexual self-knowledge and a sense of personal independence within systemic oppression. 

These critical re-readings call attention to the often subliminal or coded language of queer expression 

within art; as such, this article posits the benefits of applying queer practices like cruising to lit-
erary analysis, particularly toward texts only publishable if their queer themes remain subtextual.

Like Eric Stenbock’s polyglot vampire, to be a queer Victorian male was to be flu-

ent in many languages. One such language was the discrete system of coded signals 

that communicated sexual availability between men; or, as it is called today, cruising. 

This article examines the textual parallels between the subcultural practice of cruis-

ing and literary vampirism as they appear in “The True Story of a Vampire” (1894) 

to demonstrate that the instantaneous and anonymous connection between the tit-

ular Count Vardalek and Gabriel, his paramour and eventual victim, suggests 

https://doi.org/10.53720/RUWG9149
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the silent language of queer recognition and pursuit of sexual adventure. Reading 

Stenbock’s text through the lens of cruising recontextualises the anonymous “stran-

ger” — here, the vampire — as both threatening and an opportunity for pleasure and 

queer community. Though, Gabriel’s death reflects that, for Victorians, this pur-
suit could be as lethal as vampirism.

By embracing Stenbock’s vampirism as concomitant with cruising, Vardalek and 

Gabriel’s attraction transcends “vampire” and “victim” to become instead an alle-

gorical affirmation of queer sexual self-expression. This analysis expands on recent 
work in queer theory, particularly Friedman (2019), that argues the artistic out-

put from fin-de-siècle aesthetes was a means of gaining sexual self-knowledge (2) and 

a sense of personal independence within the structures of oppression that otherwise 

shaped their lives (3). These critical re-readings call attention to the often subliminal 

or coded language of queer expression within Decadent art. Indeed, “True Story” 

evidences that then-illegal queer identities and sexual practices covertly flourished 
in the works of aesthetes like Stenbock and are now preserved in the autobiographic 

legacies that are available to us today.

Although I examine Gabriel and Vardalek’s dynamic as mutually affirming, 
it must be noted that this connection is innately coercive due to their differences 
in age and agency. Certainly, “True Story” is today inextricable from its pedophilic 

elements, particularly as homosexuality and pedophilia become increasingly inter-

changeable in homophobic circles.1 Gabriel’s youthfulness is established early and 

prominently through his relationships with the few other members of his house-

hold. He is approximately one year younger than his sister Carmela, who self-

identifies as “a little girl of about thirteen” during the events of the story; both are 
“children of [their father’s] old age,” and each still requires the care of a governess 

(Stenbock). Vardalek’s age is more ambiguous. Carmela, also the narrator, recalls 

she “could not possibly guess his age” (Stenbock), but his ability to travel without 

chaperones, his worldliness, and his rapport with their elderly father indicates that 

he is an adult who may be even older than he appears. Trevor Holmes suggests 

1 Coincidentally, this homophobic connection is traceable to Stenbock’s lifetime. The late-century 

“West End scandals,” particularly the Dublin Castle (1884) and Cleveland Street (1889) affairs, 
shaped the public’s perception of homosexuality as predominantly aristocratic men exploiting 

under-aged, working-class boys (Cook 167). Vardalek’s behaviour is easily aligned with the mod-

ern term “grooming,” which describes the process of an adult identifying and preparing a child 

or other vulnerable person for sexual abuse by gaining then exploiting their trust. Grooming also 

encourages victims to keep this abuse a secret both during and after periods of abuse (Leary 120).
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the story’s pedophilic elements may reflect Stenbock’s interest in a “Classics-inflected 
cult of youth” (176), thus making Gabriel and Vardalek’s age discrepancy part 

of the neo-Hellenic movement to revive sexual and cultural mentorship between 

boys and men (pederasty).2 Gabriel’s youth is undoubtedly critical to his charac-

ter because it heightens his vulnerability as a sexual partner and a vampire’s prey. 

However, his relationship with Vardalek lacks the mentorship element that is essen-

tial to neo-Hellenists’ interest in reviving pederasty, and so I am disinclined to uti-

lise a “cult of youth” or pederasty as analytical frameworks for this text.

Others have persuasively read the central pairing as an autobiographical experi-

ment in which Gabriel and Vardalek symbolise aspects of the author’s life. “Vardalek,” 

Francis King writes, “is Stenbock himself,” as evidenced by their shared class status 

as counts, their feminine and rather unattractive appearance, and their entranc-

ing skills on the piano (qtd. Adlard 9).3 John Adlard expands King’s biographical 

reading by drawing parallels between Stenbock and Gabriel’s mutual preference for 

animals over people, observing that “[Gabriel’s] menagerie at the castle in Styria 

matches Stenbock’s collection of animals at the great house of Kolk in Estonia kept 

mostly in an apartment under the roof reminiscent of Gabriel’s turret retreat” (10). 

Also in Stenbock’s history is the “Little Count,” a life-sized doll that he travelled with 

and anxiously took care of at great expense (Bojti, “Nineteenth-Century Sexology” 

182). Zsolt Bojti argues that the author’s emotional dependency on the “Little Count” 

correlates with Vardalek’s infatuation with Gabriel, and that their fictional rela-

tionship articulates both Stenbock’s tragic affection for his doll and an identifica-

tion with its symbolic youthful innocence (182–183). 

I understand Gabriel and Vardalek as fictionalised aspects of Stenbock’s anx-

iety toward mortality and his isolating sexual queerness. An autobiographical 

reading is further supported by accounts from Stenbock’s life in which he used vam-

pirism as a metaphor to understand his sexual and social alienation (Cameron 45). 

Analysing the text as a literary amalgamation of Stenbock’s erotic and neurotic ten-

dencies — tendencies shaped by the homophobic culture in which he lived — reveals 

Gabriel and Vardalek’s pairing to be an exploration of how the search for queer 

2 Stenbock and his Decadent peers John Addington Symonds, Oscar Wilde, and Simeon 

Solomon drew inspiration from texts like Plato’s Republic and Symposium to romanticise an older 

man’s love for a beautiful youth as part of a mutual education in personal fulfilment and self-
improvement (Cook 125).

3 Special thanks to the reviewer of this article for introducing me to Trevor Holmes’ and John 

Adlard’s respective works on this subject.



CRUISING AND CODE

117

community creates both liberatory and dangerous connections, sometimes simul-

taneously.4 This tension, I argue, is symbolised through vampirism and its paral-

lels with cruising. Vardalek is more than a stranger and Gabriel is more than his 

victim — together, they are Stenbock’s radical embrace of his queer and erotic self.

Published in 1894 between Sheridan Le Fanu’s sapphic novella Carmilla (1872) 

and Bram Stoker’s homoerotic Dracula (1897), Stenbock’s work similarly lives 

in the rich literary intersection of vampirism and queerness. Written in post-

Labouchère Amendment (1885) England,5 “True Story” was conceived in a deeply 

homophobic social context, one that forced those with non-heterosexual desires 

to live, romance, and enjoy sex within the figurative margins. The importance 
of secrecy, or rather, necessary cautiousness, in reality is here reflected allegorically 
through Stenbock’s recurrent use of homoerotic subtext and its simultaneous invis-

ibility to normative (i.e. not overtly sexually queered) characters. Though, while 

Gabriel and Vardalek’s attraction goes unscrutinised by the former’s father and sis-

ter, their sexualised bond seems evident nearly to the point of becoming textual; that 

is, if the reader wishes to see it. To fully uncover the queer coding in “True Story,” 

readers must adopt the pair’s shared secretive language and cruise the text itself.

Cruising is by definition fleeting, comprised of ephemeral moments not meant 
to be captured (Turner 10). As Mark Turner notes in Backward Glances (2003), his 

historical study on nineteenth-century cruising, the problem with writing about this 

practice is that “it doesn’t remain static, it passes quickly, it’s over in the time it takes 

to shift one’s eye” (10). How, then, can we apply cruising to a relationship that lasts 

far longer than a momentary, one-time encounter? Moreover, why apply cruising 

as an analytical framework to literature, whose relatively static form is incongru-

ent with the ephemeral nature of cruising? I posit that, while Gabriel and Vardalek 

identify the other’s queerness and their mutual attraction through encoded forms 

of communication, and do indeed create an intense emotional and sexualised bond, 

they always remain strangers to each other, the narrator, and the reader. This 

4 That their pairing is non-consensual in addition to its coercive vampiric context warrants analy-

sis that extends beyond the focus of this article.

5 This amendment to the Criminal Law Amendment Act expanded the illegalities of male-male 

sex beyond sodomy to the more flexible (and thus more easily enforceable) crime of “indecency 
between males” (McLaren 18). However, the influence of these laws should not be oversimplified; 
as H. G. Cocks explains, these were particularly public moments within an otherwise “sustained, 

unspectacular, insidious, everyday and even familiar” process of systematised homophobia that 

began in the previous century (6).
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is not a negative characterisation. Instead, their being strangers allows for sexual 

exploration without concern toward future responsibilities or the necessary tend-

ing long-term relationships require. Further, the opacity of anonymity is an ethical 

question of how one perceives the foreign, or Other, and thus encourages self-

reflection on one’s willingness or ability to accept something — or someone — out-
side of the familiar. In short, is the stranger to be feared, to be enjoyed, or as we see 

with Vardalek, both?

Cruising responds to this situational friction by discerning and facilitating 

the erotic possibilities latent in an encounter with Otherness (Dean 179). On the social 

dynamics of cruising, queer theorist Tim Dean argues that its fleetingness is iron-

ically a means of building community, because it “exemplifies a distinctive ethic 
of openness to alterity” that encourages us to reconsider the “stranger” as a threat-

ening figure (176). “[The] ethics of cruising,” Dean writes, “is a matter not of how 
many people one has sex with or what kind of sex one has with them ... but of how 

one treats the other and, more specifically how one treats his or her own otherness” 
(177). This tension between seduction and unknowable risk is essential to Gabriel 

and Vardalek’s connection; certainly, Gabriel’s attraction to the stranger is, from 

the beginning, encoded as overtly dangerous — yet welcome. This is demonstrated 

with their initial meeting: “Gabriel stood stock-still, with a startled look, like that 

of a bird fascinated by a serpent. But nevertheless he held out his hand to the new-

comer” (Stenbock). With this line Stenbock positions Gabriel as knowingly vulnera-

ble prey to Vardalek’s carnivorous predator, though, as importantly, he still accepts 

the presence and touch of the possibly dangerous “newcomer.” Gabriel’s extended 

hand symbolises his choice regarding the ethical question of accepting intimacy 

from a stranger. By embracing the unknown, Gabriel is choosing community and 

all its potential pleasures, even with its potential risks.

More than just strangers to each other, Gabriel and Vardalek are enigmas 

to the reader and even to Carmela, Gabriel’s sister and the otherwise-omnisci-

ent narrator. This strangeness is emphasised in Vardalek’s introduction, where 

Carmela describes him as essentially unknowable. Contrary to the archetypal 

framing of vampires as arcane, nocturnal, isolated creatures, Vardalek is social 

and “arrived by the commonplace means of the railway train, and in the after-

noon” (Stenbock). His appearance likewise defies Carmela’s (and perhaps the read-

er’s) expectations: “Vampires are generally described as dark, sinister-looking, and 

singularly handsome. Our Vampire was, on the contrary, rather fair, and certainly 
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was not at first sight sinister-looking, and though decidedly attractive in appearance, 
not what one would call singularly handsome” (Stenbock). From this introduction, 

Vardalek is most strongly characterised as unremarkable. Unlike the literary vam-

pire forefathers that Carmela alludes to, Vardalek is neither overtly monstrous nor 

startlingly beautiful; he travels by train, just like any other “commonplace” mod-

ern gentleman. Also notable is Carmela’s use of “our” to position the reader along-

side her disorientation from Vardalek’s non-conformity to vampiric archetypes. 

Her use of pronoun here either encourages the reader to align with her perspec-

tive on the queer stranger, or, depending on the reader’s orientation, it suggests that 

the reader, too, has passed her detection.

In one reading, Vardalek’s ability to inconspicuously “pass” in human society 

is what makes him dangerous and frightening — he is a predator who walks unde-

tected amongst his prey. However, such a reading ungenerously situates Vardalek 

as a purely parasitic figure and contradicts later evidence that he can and does 
form attachments. Vardalek is, then, the unknowable stranger whose mundanity 

subverts Carmela’s expectations of the archetypal vampire; he is also Dean’s theo-

retical stranger who, through the freedom of anonymity, can form welcomed emo-

tional and sexual connections. Gabriel is similarly opaque to our narrator, despite 

the two being siblings. Carmela tells us, “I find it difficult to describe my brother 
... there was something about him strange and superhuman, or perhaps I should 

rather say præterhuman, something between the animal and the divine” (Stenbock). 

Most essential here is the narrator’s difficulty in describing Gabriel; even to his sister, 
there is an unknowable quality to him that escapes and defies established bounda-

ries. His mysterious fluidity, like moving between categories of species and planes 
(“between the animal and the divine”) is likewise represented by his name, which 

is interchangeably written as Gabriel, Gabryel, and Gavril. Whereas Vardalek 

is a stranger because he defies expectation, Gabriel is a stranger because of his inde-

finable qualities and malleable, unstable identity. 
Although Carmela can sometimes recognise that Gabriel, Vardalek, and their 

connection are unusual, she cannot discern the exact qualities of these peculiari-

ties, particularly their latent homoeroticism. This shadow of queerness is exempli-

fied when Carmela casually mentions the Count’s frequent excursions to Trieste, 
a city in present-day Italy: 
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he always came back, bringing us presents of strange Oriental jew-

ellery or textures. I knew all kinds of people came to Trieste, Orien-

tals included. Still, there was a strangeness and magnificence about 
these things which I was sure even then could not possibly have come 

from such a place as Trieste, memorable to me chiefly for its neck-

tie shops. (Stenbock)

It is fitting that Carmela only understands Trieste as an unremarkable place 
known chiefly for its neckties, an item that is nearly satirical in its symbolism for 
restrictive respectability. Though her normative perspective finds nothing suspect 
in Vardalek’s trips, closer inspection reveals Trieste to be a signifier for his — and 
the text’s — implicit queerness. By Stenbock’s time the city of Trieste was known for 

its sex tourism industry, but in the previous century it was infamous as the murder 

site of the prominent German art historian — and notable homosexual — Johann 

Joachim Winckelmann. Winkelmann, an early intellectual pioneer of neo-Clas-

sicism, was killed in 1768 by his much-younger lover, Francesco Arcangeli, who 

was subsequently executed by breaking on the wheel outside of the hotel in which 

the two resided (Benadusi et al. 18). Trieste’s most well-known affair is in effect 
an inverted “True Story”: rather than the older and foreign man (Vardalek) kill-

ing his young lover (Gabriel), in Trieste the older and foreign man (Winckelmann) 

is murdered by his younger, local lover (Arcangeli).

Should this prominent episode6 in queer Hellenist history be an origin for “True 

Story,” its structural inversion would reflect the city’s reputation as a space in which 
identities become fractured through the prism of an ever-moving, diverse population. 

Indeed, the real Trieste was a crossroad between empires, geographically situated 

at the crux of the Southern Mediterranean and Northern Europe; though it lacked 

a unifying national identity, the city was “well endowed with a cosmopolitan one” 

(Benadusi et al.18). In Carmela’s above narration, Trieste mirrors Vardalek in that 

both are defined by their bustling liminality, each constituted by transient moments 
between “all kinds of people” rather than ongoing, concrete relationships. When 

read with the city’s socio-historical context, Vardalek’s trips and exotic treasures 

become an implicit yet conspicuous reference to what many of Stenbock’s Hellenist 

6 Historians Lorenzo Benadusi et al. deem Winckelmann’s killing “one of the most impressing events 

of the [eighteenth] century” (17). Notably, Arcangeli was only tried for murder and not for crimes 

relating to homosexuality.
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peers would recognise as Trieste’s greatest scandal. However, the same connections 

go undetected by Carmela, whose normative gaze only allows her to see the city 

as a collection of necktie shops.

Narratively, Carmela’s ignorance of this moment in queer history prevents her 

from detecting Trieste’s inclusion as foreshadowing Gabriel and Vardalek’s lethal 

affair. Moreover, the passage continues Stenbock’s efforts to hide allusions to homo-

sexuality within plain sight of the reader, should they also be fluent in its references. 
The scene’s queer metaphor extends to Vardalek and Trieste’s shared fluid cosmo-

politanism, a state in which distinctions between peoples evade rigid cultural and 

political boundaries. Just as Gabriel’s queerness is shown in part by the plasticity 

of his name, Vardalek, too, is queered by transcending categorisation through any 

one language or nationality. Consider the following description:

He was announced under the name of Count Vardalek — the name 

being Hungarian. But he spoke German well enough: not with 

the monotonous accentuation of Hungarians, but rather, if anything, 

with a slight Slavonic intonation ... We soon afterwards found that 

he could talk Polish, and Mlle Vonnaert [our governess] vouched for 

his good French. Indeed he seemed to know all languages. (Stenbock)

From Carmela’s account, Vardalek is a wanderer untied to any specific country 
or dialect — he personifies the same transience exemplified in Trieste’s geographic, 
cultural, and sexual mélange. Vardalek and Gabriel’s mutual acceptance of new 

experiences and people distinguishes them from the comparatively closed-minded 

Carmela. It also effectually entrenches queerness as synonymous with an openness 
to alterity within the narrative. 

Gabriel and Vardalek’s fluency with diverse and innately fluid forms of com-

munication likewise extends to the body, as evidenced by this physical exchange 

when the two first meet:

[Gabriel] held out his hand to the newcomer. Vardalek, taking 

his hand — I don’t know why I noticed this trivial thing — pressed 

the pulse with his forefinger. Suddenly Gabriel darted from the room 
and rushed upstairs ... I was in terror what the Count might think 
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of him. Great was my relief when he came down in his velvet Sun-

day suit, and shoes and stockings. (Stenbock)

Reading with cruising in mind, the sexual implications of this scene are unavoidable. 

Gabriel receives an unexplained physical signal from Vardalek (the forefinger touch), 
and immediately leaves to make himself more attractive in his Sunday best — evi-

dently, he correctly perceives Vardalek’s unspoken invitation. In this scene, Gabriel 

interprets a kindred spirit in Vardalek’s strangeness and finds meaning in his 
subtle yet significant touch. Moreover, the “trivial” physical exchange is wit-
nessed by Carmela but goes unexamined; its implicit sexuality is understood only 

between Gabriel, Vardalek, and the reader who, like them, understands the lan-

guage of homoeroticism. Touching frequently occurs between the Count and 

Gabriel without critical comment from Carmela: the pair walk “hand in hand” 

in the garden and Gabriel rushes to “kiss [Vardalek] on the mouth” (Stenbock). 

As with cruising, these suggestively intimate exchanges occur right at the periph-

eral of normative society — also like cruising, the heteronormative gaze, and, for 

that matter, heteronormative literary analysis, is ill-equipped to understand what 

it cannot or will not see.

Physical intimacies are a logical point of inquiry with textual cruising, though 

other forms of coded queer expression and their contributions to the story’s sub-

text have been fruitfully explored by Bojti (2022, 2024) and S. Brooke Cameron 

(2021). Bojti connects the historical influence of music on Victorian homosexual 
subcultures with Stenbock’s own poetic adaptations of famous homoerotic music, 

and further draws parallels to the music described in “True Story.” As Bojti writes, 

homoerotic music, namely Franz Liszt’s popular translation and touring produc-

tion of Franz Schubert’s musical “Erlkönig” (1815) — itself an adaptation of Johann 

Wolfgang von Goethe’s ballad, “Der Erlkönig” (1782) — had a significant influence 
on Stenbock as both a creative and homosexual. Bojti argues that Stenbock was 

likely influenced by “Der Erlkönig” and its adaptations as evidenced by the plot 
similarities between the production and “True Story,” which both follow a beauti-

ful young boy succumbing to an older man’s vampiric seductions (“The True Story 

of a Vampire in Context” 159–162). 

To expand on Bojti’s analysis, musical talent functions in the short story as another 

means of subtly communicating homoerotic attraction, or even signifying queerness 
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generally. Indeed, Gabriel and Vardalek share a præternatural musical ability that 

defies regularity strongly enough to warrant commentary from Carmela: 

[S]eldom could [Gabriel] be induced by Mlle Vonnaert to learn les-

sons; but when he did so, he learnt with extraordinary quickness. 

He would play upon every conceivable instrument, holding a vio-

lin here, there, and everywhere except the right place: manufactur-

ing instruments for himself out of reeds — even sticks. Mlle Vonnaert 

made futile efforts to induce him to learn to play the piano. (Stenbock)

Carmela identifies an unusualness in Gabriel’s “extraordinary” abilities, though 
she fails to perceive the significance of this distinction. Gabriel, however, is hyp-

notised by Vardalek’s virtuosity on the piano, his playing described by Carmela 

as “wild, rhapsodic, wonderful. [It] is the music which makes men mad” 

(Stenbock).7 As noted in the passage, Gabriel “seldomly” endured piano lessons 

with his female teacher, Mlle Vonnaert, a detail that contrasts with and high-

lights Vardalek’s welcomed accompaniment. The sexual subtext most obviously 

manifests in Gabriel’s “quivering” bodily reaction to Vardalek’s playing, an erot-

ically charged response that suggests not only their musical and sexual compat-

ibility, but that music — or, more specifically, the “extraordinary” way in which 
they both play — textually signifies their discrete but mutually recognised queerness. 
This bond is made explicit by Vardalek, who cries “Poor child! You have the soul 

of music within you” (Stenbock), a statement that mystifies Carmela, who expects 
only praise for Gabriel’s extraordinary talent. Carmela’s superficial musical reading 
encapsulates how queer subtext operates throughout the story: where Vardalek iden-

tifies Gabriel’s queerness through his talent and taste in csárdás (and thus foresees 

7 Bojti notes that Stenbock’s choice of song (a Hungarian csárdás) further connotes the player’s queer-
ness: “Innumerable theorists believed at the time [of Stenbock’s writing] that certain types of music 

had a particular effect on homosexual men’s nervous disposition. In gay literature of the nine-

ties ... the style hongrois (i.e. music of the Hungarian style) lent itself to the strategic double-coding 

of the narrative: the immense popularity of the genre in the nineteenth century allowed the kind 

of music to pass without suspicion; at the same time, it hinted at a homosexual subtext for initi-

ated readers” (168). The style hongrois, then, and the “quivering” response it engenders in Gabriel, 

perhaps demonstrates the physical effect on homosexuals’ nervous dispositions that contempora-

neous theorists believed such music could induce.
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the “poor” misfortune of his inevitable decline), Carmela only sees spectacular per-

formance without consideration for its latent tragic irony.

Thus far Gabriel and Vardalek have been analysed through the lens of liter-

ary cruising, though their connection is perhaps most strongly coloured by its fatal 

vampiric conclusion. Intriguingly, moments of physical intimacy between the two 

appear in tandem with references to Vardalek imbibing Gabriel’s essence, as sug-

gested by the Count being physically refreshed, and Gabriel physically drained, 

after times they are alone together (Stenbock). Much like Le Fanu’s Carmilla, 

Vardalek’s vampirism is intrinsically tied to homosexual activity; certainly, their first 
flirtation — Vardalek fingering Gabriel’s pulse — links the vampire’s thirst to a simul-
taneous physical attraction. Though, unlike Laura (Carmilla’s lover/victim,) Gabriel 

is seemingly aware of his vampire’s predation. Why, then, would Gabriel allow him-

self to be drained to the point of death? Perhaps the answer is the joy and pleas-

ure in being “seen” by another who understands, is attracted to, and reciprocates 

the queerness that so distinctly marks Gabriel and Vardalek as Other. In a study 

on homosexual subcultures, Henning Bech emphasises that cruising is, in part, a pro-

cess of validation. The practice offers “its own rewards: pleasure, excitement, affirma-

tion” (qtd. in Turner 28). This is to say that cruising has returns that extend beyond 

physical gratification. For Gabriel/Gabryel/Gavril, who was always a “præterhu-

man” cypher to his family, to be recognised and understood by this queer-identi-

fied stranger was an experience worth dying for.
Suggesting death to be Gabriel’s intent may appear extreme, but it is not with-

out precedent. In the monograph Before Queer Theory: Victorian Aestheticism and the Self 

(2019), Dustin Friedman outlines the literary reflection of such a grave choice: “[t]
he aesthetes demonstrated that it is possible to have a radical theory of sexual-

ity that assumes, in contrast to queer negativity, that the subject possesses a lim-

ited, yet meaningful, capacity for self-determination” (6). This radical reformation 

of self — what Friedman calls “erotic negativity” — allows one to test the “very lim-

its of what is thinkable in one’s culture” (4) and envision new modes of seeing, forms 

of thinking, and ways of being (6). In this sense, Gabriel embracing the vampire 

is a wilful acceptance of his homosexuality and its pleasures — despite its persecu-

tion. Gabriel’s price for intimacy was likely known by many queer Victorian read-

ers because his tragedy reflects the ends of notable contemporaneous homosexual 
figures. Stenbock personally witnessed such impacts with his friend and fellow art-
ist Simeon Solomon, whose various arrests and convictions for “indecent exposure” 
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and “attempt to commit buggery” resulted in a ruinous financial penalty and eight-
een-months of hard labour (Cameron 51). As Cameron notes, Solomon’s very pub-

lic sexual scandals effectively ended his successful painting career, the punishment 
leading directly to his dependencies on alcohol and financial support from friends 
like Stenbock (51). With tragedies like Solomon’s in mind, Gabriel’s death becomes 

an allegorical reflection for the realities of living authentically as an “out” Victorian. 
It is not queerness that kills him, but the lethal effects of a homophobic culture. This 
reading gives agency to Gabriel’s choices, nuances the danger of the archetypal 

stranger, and reallocates the horror of Victorian queerness away from homosexu-

als and onto those who made secretive processes like cruising a cultural necessity.

“True Story” is an acceptance of the queer and sexual self in that Gabriel and 

Vardalek recognise within the other a queer kindred spirit; the two share intimate 

moments and, eventually Gabriel’s body and life. This fatal conclusion to their 

distinctly homoerotic bond raises the spectre of homosexuality’s perceived degen-

erative or even lethal effects within the Victorian imagination — though, I argue 
Gabriel’s death is not the consequence of homosexuality, but of its persecution. 

In this reading, Vardalek’s remark “poor child” can be read as Stenbock reflecting 
on his youth from the mature outlook of a homosexual who knows the slow and fatal 

decline of those who live queerly. To read with Carmela’s normative gaze is to lose 

her author’s social critique. However, applying underutilised queer perspectives, like 

the language of cruising, to literary and historical analysis can reveal the essential 

underlying dualities within this and other Decadent texts.
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Abstract: This article investigates late-Victorian literary depictions of the imagined “Gypsy” 

by examining the “Szgany” of Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula. Contemporary ethnographic and 

legal sources are also employed to uncover Stoker’s reading of “the Gypsy” and the shift from domes-

tic to recognisably foreign roles assumed in works of fiction. This discussion tackles the interac-
tion of landscape and ideolog y, the historical and ethnographical context of the late nineteenth 

century, and the general significance of “the Gypsy” in these narratives. Building on the Gothic 
notion of the de-localised (Oriental) Other, this article introduces a new concept, the re-local-

isation of the de-localised Other, exemplified by the connection made between the “Szgany” 
of Stoker’s Transylvania and the “ordinary gipsies all the world over.” The re-localisation effort 
results in a shift in the layers of domestic Gypsies’ otherness and creates an atmosphere that is ripe 

for contagion and Oriental invasion, yet is rooted in the ordinary, the “real” that is recognisa-

ble to the Victorian middle-class reader. In this article, the relevant processes behind construct-

ing the Gypsy—like gothicisation and orientalisation—are studied, employing a perspective that 

emphasises the interrelatedness of the Other and the landscape. Together, these aspects of the novel 

establish a “couleur locale” fitting for the sinister activities of Dracula. Additionally, Arthur Conan 
Doyle’s “The Silver Blaze” and “The Speckled Band” serve as texts for comparison, as they 
showcase the domestic Other, notably in the role of the scapegoat, the petty, ordinary criminal. 

In the 1890s, Bram Stoker lived and worked in London, which was then the great-

est, most developed metropolis of the Western world. Middle-class Brits like him 

were animated by innovations and inventions that sought to make work easier 
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or provide entertainment: they travelled on electrified railways, diesel trains, and 
studied the rapidly expanding Ordnance Survey; used new communication tech-

nologies like the telegram; and recorded observations on a travelling typewriter 

or a phonograph. They witnessed watershed moments in scientific research, and 
they saw literature tackle these developments; psychology and ethnography entered 

public discourse and thus the creative agendas of authors like Arthur Conan Doyle 

or Bram Stoker. This article investigates late-Victorian imagination, including all 

the factors listed above, through focusing on one narrative entity as construed 

by Stoker: “the Gypsy.”

Previous studies of Dracula (1897) have given little attention to the imagined 

Gypsy, and even when they have considered it, they often omitted the landscape 

from the discussion. This article argues that the landscape seen in literary fiction 
and the way it interplays with the Gypsy is paramount to both Dracula and other 

works such as Doyle’s “The Adventure of the Silver Blaze” (1894). By re-localising 

the de-localised Oriental Other to Eastern Europe, Stoker manages to connect both 

the two geographical entities and the two readings of the ethnic group: the domes-

tic and the foreign. The domestic, “tamed,” and the foreign, “unbridled” aspects 

of the figure are irreversibly linked in Dracula by Jonathan Harker, the first narra-

tor of the novel: he claims that the “Szgany” of Transylvania, the wild East, are 

“allied to the ordinary Gypsies all the world over” (Stoker 50). Thus, the Gypsies 

seen in Great Britain are recognised as enemies rather than domestic Others; their 

subhuman quality, the result of simple othering, changes into something abhuman.1

Catering to Victorian audiences was easy: the power of Orientalism was inim-

itable, both as a tool of the genre of Gothic fiction, as a form of exoticism, as well 
as the manifestation of Western, white domination. Combined with a general fascina-

tion with technological innovation, Orientalist views were abundant in ethnograph-

ical studies, journals, travelogues, and many other (pseudo-)scientific publications. 
The innately political Western view of the East also extended to Eastern Europe, thus 

to Transylvania, as it was a “whirlpool” (Stoker 2) of different nationalities, a quality 
that was observed by Jonathan Harker as unhealthy hybridity (Bardi 82). The inter-

mingling of people perceived as ethno-culturally different captivated the imagination 
of many ethnographers and travel authors: some, like Heinrich Wlislocki, Heinrich 

Grellmann, or Francis Hindes Groome were keen gypsylorists who studied Gypsy 

1 “Abhuman” describes bodies that “have lost their claim to a discrete and integral identity, a fully 

human existence … a Gothic body—admixed, fluctuating, abominable” (Hurley 190).
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folklore in different parts of Europe. These works should be considered as the founda-

tion on which Stoker’s Transylvania is built: an enormous body of work that contrib-

uted to the ideological and material landscape of the novel. This gothicised landscape 

is unique due to its overtly “foreign” inhabitants. The vilification of “the Gypsy,” 
the attributes that this entity in this Eastern landscape may boast, and the signifi-

cance of its presence suggest that the initial, familiar Other has ascended to a new 

level and has thus altered the domestic Gypsy, too.

Late-Victorian Views on nation and nationaLity

The late-Victorian society of Great Britain is seen by many scholars as one preoc-

cupied with anxieties about its future. The Britons’ image of their country rested 

on ideas brought about by the Industrial Revolution and rationalism, the latter 

of which, according to Said, is “undermined by Eastern excesses” (57). Britain was 

an industrial, rational, Protestant, modern country well-ahead of its competitors 

both in size and in political and economic power (Spencer 213); still, recent devel-

opments have eroded this confidence in the late nineteenth century (Arata 622). 
Importantly, this idealistic picture of Britain was homogeneous in ethnicity, and 

its efficacy relied on the hierarchy established along the lines of wealth and line-

age—property and blood (Bardi 78). Thus, the commonplace paranoia of the most 

powerful player materialises by the end of the nineteenth century because of immi-

gration that could disturb homogeneity, as well as due to political unrest in the colo-

nies. Such uncertain times, according to Hurley, call for the re-emergence of Gothic 

fiction, as it is a medium that “negotiatie[s] anxieties ... by working through them 
in displaced form” (194). I would argue that “Gypsies” highlight this displacement 

by remaining in the shadows of national “normalcy,” thereby constituting an asset 

for any Gothic narrative.

The imagined Gypsy comes into play as a figure utterly out-of-sync with 
Western values and notions of space and time. Trumpener arrives at the conclu-

sion that Gypsies are outside all Western constraints (843). The time observed 

by the imagined Gypsy does not align with the time Westerners keep to. Then, 

in terms of space, as they own no property and are not confined to any given geo-

graphical space because of their nomadic way of life, they could not be more differ-
ent than the British who have seen themselves as the “hosts” of Gypsy communities 

for centuries. For example, in Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Adventure of the Speckled Band 
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(1892), the murderer, Dr. Grimesby Roylott, is one of those landowners who pro-

vide Gypsies with space for their encampments. In this short story, he is presented 

as eccentric as well as short-tempered, a man who rather belongs with the crowd 

he so readily embraces. This means that the British landowner might have the upper 

hand, but he must endure the encumbrance brought on by his tenants. Dracula, too, 

is a boyar whose name and land the “Szgany” parasitise—according to the book 

referenced by Jonathan Harker, the Szgany habitually take the name of the land-

owner they depend on and “attach” themselves to him (Stoker 50). Additionally, 

Jonathan’s notes comment upon Gypsies occupying the land of their superiors, not 

just their names. Gypsies are also depicted as amoral, “outside all law” (50); they 

are presented as immune to the laws that may bind other citizens. Quite like ani-

mals, too, they are “the insensitive, brutal Szgany,” as they continue singing cheer-

fully while completing heinous tasks for Dracula (Bardi 89).

In the same fashion, self-proclaimed experts of Eastern Europe and Gypsies, 

Heinrich Grellmann and William Wilkinson describe them as “roaming” about 

Europe without obvious purpose (Grellmann v), and the Egyptians Acts of 1530 

and 1554 attempted to legally define the Gypsies as a problematic group who had 
to settle down or be deported at the pain of execution (Morgan 106). Thus, Gypsies, 

seemingly unconstrained by Western ideas of space and time, had to be regulated 

by law. Victorian lawmakers were deeply anxious about poverty, the conditions 

of the poor, and most importantly how their poverty affects the whole of British soci-
ety. In the vein of later Victorian laws, the 1824 Vagrancy Act and other acts con-

cerning highways, canals, and preferable lodgings sought to curtail the freedoms 

of vagrants and Gypsies (Mayall 147) similarly to how new housing and working 

arrangements targeted the poor a few decades later. Lucassen and Willems suggest 

that “with the emergence of dynastic states in Early Modern Europe rulers left less 

room for subjects who remained out of its reach” (309). This meant that rulers like 

Henry VIII already saw itinerancy as vastly different from the norm, and regarded 
any sort of vagrancy as a threat to a sedentary society precisely because of the dis-

ruption, and because Gypsies showed a disregard for the ways of the West. Finally, 

these three factors may be understood as the pillars of a nation: a space marked 

by borders, a history defined by events that relate to land-taking endeavours, and 
a social system built on wealth-based (and thus land-based) hierarchy and cemented 

by law. Gypsies are defined by non-synchronicity, as they exist without a nation state; 
and, in the nineteenth century, the idea of (homogeneous) nations being “the only 



BORÓKA ANDL-BECK

132

legitimate foundations” for building a state pervaded European minds (Brown 458). 

Trumpener argues that the Gypsy are excluded from these nation states—when 

a nation “take[s] stock of itself, it is only the ‘Gypsies’ who … persist as interlopers” 
as a people existing outside Western notions of space and time (846).

Stephen Arata and Abby Bardi both argue that Dracula is successful in tapping 

into the anxiety around protecting such nation states, but it is important to add here 

that there is a marked difference between continental European states and the “heart” 
of the Great British Empire. The latter, as it was made up of 68 countries and ter-

ritories (Chalk), and thus considered itself on an imperial rather than on a national 

level, feared disintegration in a way that was dissimilar to continental nation states. 

An empire’s integrity depends on its dominance over its own dependents; hence, 

nationalism in the British psyche is somewhat more layered than in continental 

Europe at the end of the nineteenth century, often dubbed the century of the nation 

state (Brown 458). In Stoker’s time, the fear of reverse colonisation, the notion that 

those once colonised by the empire would come to the “motherland” emerged due 

to political problems in the colonies. Anxieties about the potential loss of property 

and purity that would result in a heterogenous Britain coalesce in Dracula, particu-

larly in Jonathan Harker’s notes.

Narratives that rely on reverse colonisation as an underlying theme are “obsessed 

with the spectacle of the primitive and the atavistic” (Arata 624) and resemble 

the Orientalism of the period, capturing a sort of thrill derived from “those myste-

riously attractive opposites to what seem to be normal values” (Said 57). The most 

evident manifestation of this fascination can be seen in travelogues and travel 

guides that, according to scholars like Burke and Light, influenced Stoker’s writ-
ing. Regarding “Gypsies,” Light does not attribute much responsibility to their role 

in the novel (43); Burke and Tchaprazov, however, differ from Light on that point. 
Tchaprazov argues that “Gypsies” underline the national anxiety of the period 

by acting as servants to “absolute evil,” helping Dracula colonise the West. In her 

study of Stoker’s potential sources, Burke emphasises that “Gypsies” were already 

being orientalised in the British Isles, but this process accelerated and turned from 

bohemian depictions to vilification as the century wore on (58–60); Stoker’s narrative 
reflects this change aptly. “Gypsies,” as imagined by the West, are out-of-sync with 
Occidentals—the trains in the East are not punctual, and the local “Gypsies” are 

not trustworthy, according to Jonathan, who gives them money but is still betrayed 

by them. They have no lands, no property, but they could easily take some through 
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contamination, or more promptly, by immigration to the West. Like their mas-

ter’s, Gypsies’ interests lie in movement: as an itinerant people, this imaginary group 

is able to transport both Dracula and themselves everywhere; only, they do not have 

to move quite as literally as the vampire does, as their allies are already present “all 

the world over” (Stoker 50).

Contamination in general was on British society’s radar at the time, and Stoker 

had personal interest in the topic, too, due to his mother’s experience with the chol-

era plague in Sligo (Kiberd 380). Moreover, social reformers at the time sought 

to help Gypsies move out of what were seen as unsuitable and unhygienic circum-

stances. The reforms George Smith of Coalville (Gipsy Life, 1880) advocated for and 

his efforts at improving the conditions of nomadic peoples like the Canal Boats Act 
Amendment Bill of 1884 attempted to move them out of their lodgings for both 

humanitarian and hygienic purposes. According to Kiberd, vampiric and parasitic 

entities raise the same concerns as any plague (380): contamination and immigra-

tion are often synonymous, and Dracula’s invasion represents this “double thrust—

political and biological” (Arata 630). The scope of vampirism, then, expands from 

the individual body to that of the society, the body politic (Bardi 79).

At this point, it is important to mention a theoretical approach to the topic of con-

tamination that highlights a different aspect of Dracula’s Occidental project: Jacques 
Derrida’s theory of autoimmunity. Although that approach is not vital to this largely 

historical argument, it is nonetheless helpful in the attempt at understanding Western 

anxieties of reverse colonisation and immigration. The story of Dracula’s Britain 

is one of a country that lacks absolute immunity and is thus exposed “to the other, 

to what and who comes” and can thus expect that something will always happen, and 

someone, another, will always arrive (Timár 4). Derrida’s analogy establishes a par-

allel between biological and political, similarly to Dracula’s narration—thus, it may 

be hypothesised that the parallel between immigration and contagion is ingrained 

in the social psyche and has been for centuries. According to Derrida, what under-

lies the political notion of autoimmunity, then, is the “relationship between the poli-

tikon, physis, and bios or zoe, life-death” (qtd. in Timár 4), the very same connection 

that is fictionalised and gothicised by Stoker. On a slightly different note, however, 
this autoimmunity may be seen as a disease emanating from the self’s body, one 

that enables other diseases to penetrate the body’s immune system. Thus, it is this 

autoimmunity that political systems often try to eliminate as they attempt to insti-

tute a sort of immunity that shifts the immune system’s reaction, the confrontation 
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of the “other disease” outside the body (and thus the West). This is what happens 

in Dracula, at least; the Westerners’ group, those providing the immune reaction, 

displace their fight to the East. The state of Transylvania, at least in Stoker’s read-

ing, a “whirlpool” (Stoker 2) of different nationalities and cultures, is an example 
of what happens when a country’s immunity is not perfected to a sufficient degree. 
The perceived hybridity and (racial and cultural) heterogeneity of Transylvania 

is seen as a dangerous outcome of vampirism and immigration; its Oriental chaos 

is what imperfect immunity may result in.

Stoker plays into the Gypso-phobia (Tchaprazov 524), the fear of migration and 

the Other within, and expands its significance by establishing a linear, evident bond 
between the exotic, the foreign, and the familiar Gypsy, and steers their existing 

representation to more xenophobic waters. For that, Jonathan’s accounts provide 

a quasi-scientific basis: by continually referencing his book in the vein of a rational 
middle-class Briton fascinated by travel and following the general view of Anglo-

American gypsylorism, namely, that the “mystery of the Romany may be pene-

trated by the appropriate reading material” (61), Jonathan legitimises his statements 

by drawing upon scientific material that would be recognised as a valid source 
by (Victorian) readers. This book could be E. C. Johnson’s On the Track of the Crescent 

(1885), Emily Gerard’s The Land Beyond the Forest (1888), A. F. Crosse’s Round About 

the Carpathians (1878), or even Charles Boner’s Transylvania: Its Products and its People 

(1865), all popular travel books at the time; the main point is that Jonathan felt 

the need, as did Stoker, to share that it is a rational, accurate, objective account 

that he seeks to give the reader. The way the narrative strives for such a scientific 
argument highlights the plan that governs the whole novel, namely, that the reader 

must be able to believe in the existence of Stoker’s version of Transylvania—to fur-

ther this aim, upon arrival, Mina Harker remarks that Jonathan’s accounts were 

accurate (Crișan 77). 
All this preparation, also seen in Stoker’s working books that tell us about his 

research into “folklore, myth, armchair anthropology, medieval history and magic” 

(R. Foster 226), and his general “encyclopaedic appetite” (Crișan 66) helped propel 
the novel to great success upon its publication, for the writer understood his audi-

ence and their fears and fascinations very well. This appetite for scientific proof fits 
into Said’s Foucauldian argument offered in Orientalism (1978), according to which, 

sovereignty is not enough to rule over all men, instead, one must possess judgment 

“which means sizing up correctly the force of alien powers and expertly coming 
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to terms with them” (57), an effort that is, of course, “profoundly anti-empirical” 
(70). Finally, Said argues that Western science’s objective is to “capture …, treat 

…, describe …, improve …, radically alter” the Orient (95). Thus, the Occidental 

author may construct a new identity for the Orient and any group perceived as Other 

through narratives, be they scientific, literary, or legal.
Jonathan Harker, like the novel’s writer, felt that he was able to penetrate the mys-

tery of the East through books. According to Said, since the 1700s, there have been 

two main elements to the East–West relationship: constantly growing, systematic 
knowledge assembled by Orientalist scholars which was “reinforced by the colonial 

encounter as well as by the widespread interest in the alien and unusual, exploited 

by the developing sciences of ethnology, comparative anatomy, philology, and his-

tory … [and] a sizable body of literature produced by novelists, poets, transla-

tors, and gifted travellers”; and the domination of Western, European ideas in any 

such discourse (39–40).

GypsyLorism and ethnoGraphy in the nineteenth century

Jonathan’s account of the “Szgany” and his general perspective throughout his trav-

els resembles those of a folklore researcher; a white European man on a dangerous, 

enlightening journey, whose mission is to gather information about the nationalities 

of the region: their clothes, languages, superstitions, and customs. This essentialis-

ing effort, according to Burke, resembles the Anglo-American gypsylorist tradition 
that can be seen in the Journal of the Gypsy Lore Society, a circle of hobby ethnogra-

phers as well as genuine researchers of Gypsy folklore (61). The tone of naivety 

and curiosity conceals the pejorative views behind much of Jonathan’s descriptions, 

similarly to the tone of the JGLS. Thus, although these writings opened the door 

to serious research ventures, some works were, like phrenology, fashionable pseudo-

scientific pastime for the white, academically-minded middle class and aristocracy.
Ethnographic publications guided their readership to believe that an ethnic 

group can be essentialised and then researched in a rational, empiric manner, 

by carefully assembling folk tales, studying their behaviour, and by immersing 

oneself in the group. In order to find this group, however, ethnographers had to ask 
for the location of the group, and that necessitated inquiries in the majority society 

(or at least in one that was willing to name the Other to an outsider). Without under-

standing who “the Gypsy” is, such efforts would have been in vain; thus, society 
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had to be able to recognise and name a “Gypsy” before it could be recognised 

as an authentic representative of the group and its culture. Csaba Dupcsik, a well-

known historiographer of the Hungarian Roma and Gypsy society stipulates that 

there are multiple views on whether “the Gypsy” as such exists or can be named; 

thus, even in contemporary studies of the ethnic group, we see the question “who 

is the Gypsy?” appear at important crossroads. In his influential work, A magyaror-

szági cigányság története: Történelem a cigánykutatások tükrében, 1890–2008, Dupcsik claims 

that the classification is dubious (274); still, he enumerates three readings. One prom-

inent research tradition maintains that the classification of the social environment 
determines which persons are designated as “Gypsies”; another group acknowl-

edges that classification is more important from the perspective of those who have 
the means to classify; and others think that, if the environment’s opinion is the decid-

ing factor in this question, then we all operate on the level of social discrimination.

Stoker was, in many respects via the figure of the Gypsy, able to conceive of his 
version of Transylvania as a “gateway between East and West, exotic and familiar 

… through which ‘Oriental’ degeneration enters the Western European bloodstream” 
(Burke 60); and, in this process, the re-localisation of the Oriental Other, the de-

localised “Gypsy,” was essential. Stoker’s construction of “the Gypsy” runs parallel 

with its creation in ethnographers’ circles, thus, the latter aspect must be examined 

first. The late nineteenth century’s fascination with nations and ethnicity may be evi-
denced by numerous historical books, like the series of The Story of the Nations, of which 

the volume Vedic India (written by Zénaïde A. Ragozin and published in 1895) may 

be seen as the capital example. Complete with maps, linguistic, historic, and ethno-

graphic chapters, the first being entitled “The Wonderland of the East,” this book 
attempts to provide a sort of “synopsis at least of the great epics” (iii) of “Vedic India.” 

Such a work exposes the Orientalist tendencies that became somewhat synonymous 

with the work of any ethnographer while Occidental sources remained the only 

foundation for their claims. Gypsylorists were curiously silent on social inequality 

and discrimination when it came to their subjects of study, tackling topics like lan-

guage and culture exclusively until the early twentieth century, finally realising that 
Gypsies “did not live in a social and political vacuum, immersed in strange taboos 

and ancient rites” (Mayall 5).

Longer works of an ethnographic nature, sometimes called “nation-charac-

terology” in a Hungarian context, were scientific, often historiography-driven 
descriptions of a nation (Kovács 301). As the interest in nationalistic ideologies 
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grew in the nineteenth century, or the century of the nation in continental Europe 

(Brown 458), such works gained in popularity. The earliest example of a detailed dis-

sertation on Gypsies as a distinct ethnic group, the Historischer Versuch über die Zigeuner 

by Heinrich Grellmann (1787) is a work that would later influence numerous ethnog-

raphers and travellers. In his account, the German author painted Gypsies in a neg-

ative light, regarding them as literal vermin or trash (“Auswurf der Menschheit”) 

who could be distinguished by their extremely strange customs (“durch die selt-

samsten Sitten”) and their corrupt morals (“wegen eines unerhörten Grades von 

verderbter Moralität”)(v–vi). Despite the romanticised image of the Gypsy that 
can be found later in nineteenth-century literature (William Wordsworth’s 1815 

Gipsies, Matthew Arnold’s 1853 Scholar Gipsy, or George Borrow’s 1857 Romany 

Rye), William Wilkinson’s An Account of the Principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia 

(1820) takes on a tone similar to Grellmann’s. Wilkinson emphasises that Gypsies 

“appear little superior to the brute creation” (qtd. in Tchaprazov 526), suggesting 

that their domestication as slaves is the only way they could be useful to Westerners. 

This is clearly echoed in Jonathan Harker’s description of the Szgany: he states 

that they “attach themselves” to any unsuspecting aristocrat and “call themselves 

by his name” (Stoker 50). As in The Adventure of the Speckled Band where Gypsies live 

on the land of a murderous, once-wealthy aristocrat, imagined Gypsies are unruly 

tenants entirely dependent on the landowner’s will and largely immune to legal con-

sequences. Therefore, for Victorian readers in Britain, the concept of the Gypsy 

as a parasite only needed Gothic exaggeration and blood-sucking colour to become 

not only bothersome but threatening.

Such a colour is present in The Vampire: A Roumanian Gypsy Story, published 

in English in the JGLS in 1890. Francis Hindes Groome, a well-known gypsy-

lorist and ethnographer decided to publish and briefly compare it to similar stories 
as a basis for his hypothesis that there was a common ancestor for the folk stories. 

This attitude and the will to find common threads in folk tales and customs resemble 
historical linguists’ endeavours in tracing cognates and setting up proto languages, 

activities that were very popular at the time. Following Groome’s logic, there may 

be a link established between the JGLS’s publications and Stoker’s imagined Gypsies: 

it has not yet been proven that Stoker used the findings related to in the journal for 
his novel, but the fact of the publication highlights the fascination that his contempo-

raries felt about such folk tales. In another story explained in an article of the journal, 

Heinrich Wlislocki’s “The Witches of the Gypsies” (1891), a bloodsucking incident 
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is explained. This article stipulates that Gypsy witches must always suck the blood 

of men with every increase of the moon in order to stay healthy (40), something that 

may be likened to how Dracula and his vampire cronies stay alive. The people they 

attack “fall into a kind of lycanthropy” and are reduced to animals, as they cannot 

even communicate anymore (40–41). In a way, the same fate awaits those touched 
by vampiric entities—monsters that prey on the innocent, much like Dracula himself. 

It is not difficult to see a parallel between the vampire and the immigrant: if Dracula 
embodies both in one person, the imagined Gypsies of the East embody these notions 

as a group of inferior creatures in the novel as well as in ethnographic writings. Some 

of these works are apologetic and seem to argue that Gypsies, even in their primi-

tive ways, are similar to their civilised counterparts in the West (Wlislocki, “Love 

Forecasts and Love Charms” 222). Nevertheless, the general tone of the JGLS texts 

recounting their folk tales steers the readers’ imagination towards the abhuman, 

something beyond the natural, not simply below the civilised.

time, space, and the Law: re-LocaLisinG the de-LocaLised other

How does the Gypsy, the de-localised Other of the British landscape change 

in the Transylvanian setting into a re-localised Other? The search for the answer 

must begin by examining the basic building blocks of the Oriental Gothic genre: 

the de-localised Other that is Richard Marsh’s monster in The Beetle (1897), and 

Stoker’s Dracula both exemplify movement from the Orient to the Occident. 

According to Bardi, the “delightfully exotic, albeit strange” Gypsies of the West 

are quite different from Stoker’s “sinister Szgany” (84), and Tchaprazov emphasises 
that this vilified image plays a crucial role in how the Count’s threat to the Western 
values of Victorian Britain is framed and understood by the readers. However, pre-

vious works on this subject omit to discuss how exactly the “Gypsy” are transformed 

into the “Szgany,” as well as the connection made between the two groups and 

the interaction between this shift in meaning and the change in landscape.

Taking the de-localised Other further, Stoker’s Dracula is presented as an abhu-

man vampiric figure who is capable of rational thinking to reach the Occident despite 
his “child brain” (Spencer 213). His masterplan, however, depends on other de-local-

ised entities who are not capable of action without direction: Slovaks and Gypsies, 

sinister actors who act as his servants and are loyal to him, presumably because they 

are of the same “race”—Oriental. Still, whereas Slovaks are not an obvious part 
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of Britain, ever-present, itinerant, and problematic, Gypsies constitute a sort of dor-

mant threat within the Western realm too. By moving the de-localised Other “back” 

to the East, Stoker creates a clear bond between the familiar, domestic Other, and 

the sinister, foreign Other. This simple change is achieved through a process that 

declares every problematic aspect of the “Gypsies” as seen in Britain as something 

more than burdensome; the idleness and the omission of work becomes industrious 

servitude of the devil, the rural ways of the British “Gypsy” translate to something 

more than subhuman, and their connection to the wildlife gets more articulated, or, 

as Johnson put it in On the Track of the Crescent (1885), they are “wild beasts” who are 

“howling like wolves” (qtd. in Tchaprazov 526). At the end of the novel, wolves fol-

low in the wake of the Szgany, presenting the wild animals and the itinerant peo-

ple as one unit (Stoker 453): both belong to nature, becoming something abhuman 

when associated with the Count.

The liminal state of “the Gypsy” and the uncertainty it represents is a crucial 

part of Stoker’s characterisation: as Iulia Hasdeu puts it, Gypsies “belong to an orgi-

astic space-time out of line with normality” (qtd. in Gay y Blasco 300). “The Gypsy” 

is liminal: it functions as a sort of transitional state between human and animal 

as well as human and monster—it embodies subhuman and abhuman qualities 

and is recognised as a sort of “gateway between East and West, exotic and famil-

iar,” similarly to Transylvania itself (Burke 60). The transitory modes of existence 

that the Gypsy embodies, which include itinerancy and a position apparently out-

side the constraints of law and civilisation, provides fertile ground for speculation 

about their origins and behaviour. As the Gypsy cannot be confined to Western val-
ues and ideals of time and space, they are perceived as less than human—they are, 

like many Gothic subjects, dehumanised in order to enhance the sinister atmos-

phere of a work of fiction; subhuman entities who exist on the brink of society, almost 
exclusively as part of the “couleur locale”.2 The latter is also true for Dracula’s narrative, 

but it is a completely different “couleur locale,” a heterogeneous and barbaric, Eastern 

landscape that they help shape. As a result of gothicisation, these burdensome 

nomads develop into interlopers within the nation state, more bluntly put, leeches, 

unwanted aliens in their non-humanity. Gypsies inhabit liminal spaces and liminal 

bodies: they are part of the familiar, rural British landscape, but they also represent 

2 “Couleur locale”: seen in lengthy, detailed descriptions of a rural locality to produce an authentic 

narrative, e.g. in Mór Jókai’s works (Fried 213).
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anxiety-inducing Oriental otherness. This liminality facilitates dehumanisation, 

transforming the Gypsies into something beyond, rather than simply below, human.

Abhuman creatures are the central figures of Gothic fiction, and, as such, they 
must be built up from both human and monstrous qualities. According to Hurley, 

the liminality of such entities, especially that of their body, is inevitable for Gothic 

narratives: these creatures constitute a threat to the integrity of the human form 

itself due to their liminality (190), and, by extension, they endanger the body pol-

itic. This is clearly connected to the paranoia that exists around immigration and 

contamination, and the anxiety around reverse colonisation. Liminal bodies lack 

a clear identity and are, by definition, not homogeneous—thus, the rules of nation 
states cannot be enforced upon them. By extension, this means that Gypsies, as imag-

ined by majority society, are “the avatar of an alien cultural movement whose 

characteristics threaten Western ideology and English domestic space” and are 

thus Dracula by association (Goodson 21): they abuse the integrity of the nation 

as well as its citizens’ bodies; they are degenerate, criminal entities making their 

way Westward. Contamination and transformation are, however, only possible 

if humans already possess the potential to become abhuman, just as the immodest 

Lucy Westenra is transformed by Dracula through blood contamination. Therein 

lies the key to the success of Gothic fiction: the idea of the “modern abhuman sub-

ject” (Hurley 192) arouses interest and thrill and builds on the fear of the unknown. 

Like the fascination with Oriental Others, it is also based on ideas of Western supe-

riority and an anxiety about liminality and instability.

There is a further unique aspect of “the Gypsy” in literary fiction that is worth dis-
cussing. Trumpener’s study suggests that the time frame of any story featuring the fig-

ure is affected by the presence of the imagined Gypsies, because their ahistoricity 
can break the temporality of the narrative. “The Gypsy” exists outside the Western 

constraints of space and time, and, as such, the time frame of Dracula is broken when 

Gypsies come into view. While Jonathan is trapped in the Count’s castle, he can-

not keep track of time, and his correspondence with civilised society halts: he enters 

a space-time continuum markedly different from what he deems normal. Moreover, 
“Gypsies” deliberately hinder his efforts at communication. The progress of time 
is adjourned, similarly to how trains become gradually less punctual as Jonathan 

reaches deeper into Eastern Europe. Technical progress is also thwarted: the super-

stitions of the East and the lack of proper means of transportation all point to the fact 

that this part of the world never entered the modernity that the British characters 
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so readily rely on (e.g. Dr. Seward’s phonograph, Mina Harker’s Traveller’s type-

writer). On the one hand, it may be suggested that it is the so-called “up-to-date-

ness” of the novel (The Spectator qtd. in Arata 622) that is jeopardised by “the Gypsy”; 

on the other hand, Gypsies help juxtapose the modernity of the West, thereby high-

lighting the backwardness and barbarity of the East. In effect, this helps “erode 
Victorian confidence in the inevitability” (Arata 622) of the progress they see at home, 
resulting in a novel that depicts instability and the fear of decline and degeneracy 

on multiple levels—time and space, society and the law, sub- and abhuman enti-

ties, as well as the foreign and the domestic.

Gypsies mark the departure from Western temporality and, essentially, reality: 

their presence signals that all Western laws that Jonathan would keep to are useless 

in the East. Following Trumpener’s argument, it may be concluded that they shift 

“the tale itself into the different generic mode of the fairy tale” (869), correspond-

ing with the general shift in landscape that is essential for the premise of the novel. 

Gypsies, then, “bring a magical timelessness … into the narrative” (869), thereby 

producing a unique atmosphere ripe for the supernatural and the abhuman mon-

ster. I do not claim that it is only the figure of the Gypsy that facilitates this; nonethe-

less, their role in the narrative is defined by their obstruction of time, space, as well 
as morals, all of which are vital to the success of the novel. Their dubious moral 

position is evident in their refusal to help Jonathan even when he offers them money 
(50), and their industriousness while digging up Transylvanian soil to be transported 

alongside their master (53). They seem oblivious to the villainy of the Count at first, 
but, as Jonathan’s stay progresses, he sees them more and more as genuine accom-

plices and servants to Dracula: they are loyal to him because of something more 

than riches, as evidenced by their betrayal of  Jonathan.3 Like the wolves, then, they 

are connected to him on a deeper, supernatural level, their bond being their abhu-

man, amoral, beastly existence.

As the Count is de-localised as he arrives in the Occident (an “Occidental tour-

ist” in urban Britain [Arata 621]), so are the Gypsies in Victorian Britain: they are 
perceived as Oriental Others, alien bodies in a Western land, even though they 

have been present for centuries. Statutes issued by Tudor monarchs, like the 1530 

Egyptians Act mentioned above, serve as evidence for the centuries-long presence 

of Gypsy, Traveller, and Roma people on the British Isles; still, this group has 

3 A folk tale published in 1936 recounts a story that suggests that vampires provide Gypsies with a sort 

of immunity: “the gypsy did exactly as the vampire had told him, and remained alive” (F. Foster 289).
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always subsisted on the margins of British society. It is not surprising, then, that 

their orientalised status leads to gothicisation in Stoker’s narrative in a century 

that is so pre-occupied with nationalistic ideologies. Stoker employs “the Gypsy” 

as a marker of contamination and Oriental barbarity, but they can bear many 

other meanings and functions, too. Their vilification in a Gothic narrative helps 
the reader understand the threat they may pose and highlights their inherent other-

ness, not just as a foil to the Western norm, but also as a danger to it. De-localisation 

is a standard element of Gothic fiction, but the re-localisation of the de-localised 
Other, the Gypsy, lends itself to a connection between two geographical spaces, two 

imagined landscapes.

the interpLay of the “Gypsy” and the imaGined Landscape

The change of landscape and geographical space undoubtedly alters the domes-

tic Gypsy within the book’s realm and presumably the reader’s imagination, 

too. As the re-localisation of the de-localised Oriental Other from the Occident 

to the Orient occurs, the meaning of “the Gypsy” changes: instead of the idle, 

petty criminals and freeloaders of the British landscape, they become industri-

ous servants of Dracula, the abominable monster, thereby “maturing” into the vil-

lainous, Gothic role intended by Stoker. Their minor misdemeanours on British 

soil, one of which is the often-mentioned horse theft that came to characterise 

them in the minds of society (for instance, in “The Adventure of the Silver Blaze”), 

are indeed insignificant compared to the crimes of the Count. In Transylvania, 
these Gypsies, so tame and generally harmless in Britain, are unbridled. This pro-

cess can be attributed to the re-localisation effort, and the way the preconceptions 
of the British public intermingle with the imagined Transylvanian landscape; one 

that, like all other landscapes, is shaped by the dominant ideologies of its time 

( J. Duncan and N. Duncan 117). Additionally, Said’s term “imaginative geogra-

phy,” a key component of Orientalism, offers a fitting description for the narra-

tive processes, as it features an active construction of an Oriental landscape based 

on prejudice. This employs the arbitrary binary of “our land—barbarian land” (54); 

it is the “barbarian” landscape that interacts with the figure of the Gypsy in Dracula, 

both marking a divorce from civilised society.

Jonathan Harker and the other narrators discuss the “Gypsies” of Transylvania 

a number of times, but the most significant and most descriptive passage is the following:
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These Szgany are gipsies; I have notes of them in my book. They are 

peculiar to this part of the world, though allied to the ordinary gipsies all 

the world over. There are thousands of them in Hungary and Transyl-

vania, who are almost outside all law. They attach themselves as a rule 

to some great noble or boyar, and call themselves by his name. They 

are fearless and without religion, save superstition, and they talk only their 

own varieties of the Romany tongue. (Stoker 50, emphases added)

The motivation behind this brief description of the Szgany resembles that behind 

Jonathan’s accounts of the Transylvanian landscape: it aims to paint a picture that 

is threatening yet captivating. Referencing a book that exists in the “real world” 

is important because it legitimises Jonathan’s perspective and lends an air of objec-

tivity to his observations. That the Szgany are “fearless and without religion” 

implies that they can be considered the enemies of the Westerners, a group who 

will put up a fight and will not abandon their master. This alludes to the last fight 
between the Easterners and the Westerners in the novel, for it is only the Szgany, 

Dracula’s most loyal servants, who will fight for him in the end. Transylvania 
is a world that is devoid of “proper” faith and relies on fear: it houses objects that 

betray superstitious (Catholic) beliefs like crucifixes, and even the placenames 
(“Istenszék,” a Hungarian placename that may be translated as “God’s seat”) sig-

nal that Transylvania is different from the West in terms of religion. Interestingly, 
the Szgany are not portrayed as particularly superstitious in the novel, and they are 

willing to work with Dracula—a sign that, in a way, they belong to his “race” more 

than to Eastern Europe. The topic of religion was not unfamiliar to Stoker: his Irish 

heritage contributed to a complex perspective on the debates between Protestants 

and Catholics. Stoker was of loyalist Protestant circles but obviously felt connected 

to the Irish Catholic tradition and at the very least was fascinated by their seem-

ingly (from a Protestant perspective) superstitious customs (Kiberd 383). Still, 

although Western notions of religion, morality and law are all challenged in Dracula, 

it is the latter two that are the most relevant to the discussion of Gypsies in the novel.

Legality plays a crucial role in the narrative: Dracula is clearly acting crimi-

nally, the Szgany are aiding him through potentially illegal means, and Westerners 

can break any law whenever deemed necessary in their fight against evil. They 
break into Dracula’s house in London (ch. 22), and they murder what is left of Lucy 

Westenra (ch. 16), all to save her from the indignity of vampirism. “Gypsies” are 
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quite different, however, as they are neither Westerners nor supernatural beings 
in the same fashion as Dracula is, and they are imagined by Jonathan as lowly peo-

ple outside law and without principle. It has already been ascertained when studying 

the 1824 Vagrancy Act, the 1884 Canal Boats Act Amendment Bill or the Egyptians 

Acts that Gypsies had been considered immoral trespassers, thieves, and scroung-

ers for centuries; in Dracula, their collaboration with the vampire Count elevates 

their existence into the realm of amorality. Being outside law, being amoral, is more 

threatening than being against or at odds with the police, a position that British, 

domestic Gypsies often occupy in fiction. These two iterations of “Gypsy” crimi-
nality, the unbridled and the tamed, are inextricably linked: the Szgany are “allied 

to the ordinary gipsies all the world over” (Stoker 50). This apparently evident bond 

makes a connection between the two landscapes appear just as natural, indicat-

ing that the gruesome, criminal events that happen in the Orient are just as likely 

to happen in the Occident if a state of perfect immunity to outsiders, even the tamed 

ones, is not attained.

The change in landscapes accompanies the change of the Gypsy. Put differently, 
the two imagined entities affect one another during their shared effort of oriental-
isation and gothicisation within the novel, both of which are not only furthered 

by the two entities, but also affect the two in separate ways. The Transylvanian land-

scape immerses the Gypsy, with the sound of the Szgany contributing to the sinister 

atmosphere. Jonathan writes that “in the courtyard and down the rocky way the roll 

of heavy wheels, the crack of whips, and the chorus of the Szgany as they pass into 

the distance” (Stoker 63) can be heard, with all the sounds mentioned having a vio-

lent, barbaric undertone. The presence of Gypsies helps the reader grasp just how 

backward Transylvania is, and, as they are creeping and roaming within the nat-

ural landscape like animals, their voices combine with the howling of the mysteri-

ous, aggressive Transylvanian wolves ( Johnson qtd. in Tchaprazov 526).

Already in A. F. Crosse’s 1878 account of the Carpathians and the people 

of the region there is a clear indication of Gypsies being different from their coun-

terparts in the British Isles. Crosse writes that this group behaved similarly to those 

in England, but in the same sentence, he points out that “here they were far less civ-

ilised than with us” (143). This implies that there is a connection between the two 

groups that are otherwise quite different. As the region is less civilised than Britain, 
the barbarian character of Gypsies can be more overt in the Orient. Once they 

are re-localised closer to their “origins,” they become less disciplined: the society 
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in which they are still only marginal players is itself less policed than Britain is, and 

hence it is more corrupt, giving the Gypsies more freedom and even some power. 

Crosse’s observations and Jonathan’s initial description of the Szgany tell a simi-

lar tale of the group’s position in the region. Crosse claims that Gypsies are “legally 

free, but they attach themselves peculiarly to the Magyars, from a profound respect 

they have for everything that is aristocratic” (147), a notion mirrored in British 

society (e.g. in Doyle’s The Adventure of the Speckled Band ). Their attachment alludes 

to the vampiric sense of the word—Dracula attaches himself to Jonathan, using 

his professional abilities to move to the Occident. He acquires estates in England 

to attach himself to the land and brings his own Transylvanian soil; he enlists Lucy 

Westenra as one of his vampire gang after attaching himself to her through blood 

contamination; and he also succeeds in attaching himself to Mina Harker who gives 

birth to a child after she has become related to Dracula by blood: “flesh of [his] 
flesh; blood of [his] blood; kin of [his] kin” (Stoker 306). The same contamination 
is raised as a possibility with Gypsies: not only do they inhabit both landscapes, they 

also always carry their otherness in their blood, as if importing the Oriental evil 

to Britain. Their parasitic qualities are, however, not limited to their Occidental 

existence—they also latch onto the noblemen of the East.

The Szgany, in addition to becoming more barbaric, are also different in terms 
of activity: they are industrious and more involved in serious criminality than their 

British counterparts. Contemporary crime fiction, particularly Sherlock Holmes sto-

ries, dismiss any suggestion that Gypsies could be serious suspects in complex cases: 

they are unable to hatch criminal conspiracies worthy of Holmes’ deductive powers. 

In Transylvania, they may be accomplices rather than masterminds, nevertheless, 

they are neither idle nor petty criminals. The Eastern Gypsy does not seem selfish 
or hungry for riches: their only objective is to aid Dracula until his eventual demise 

and afterwards to flee as quickly as possible, disappearing into the Transylvanian 
landscape. Gypsies, according to Bardi, function as “a frame for the novel’s trans-

actions,” “conduits,” and “catalysts” for action (90–91); therefore, their significance 
as labourers in the plot extends to narrative functions as well. By “transactions,” 

Bardi means both that of the soil and that of lives; however, the transfer of Dracula 

and the essential mobility that the Gypsies lend him exemplify this role the best. 

The “merry voices” of the Gypsies who sing while working for the absolute evil show-

case their insensitivity as well as the contradiction that is at the core of their con-

structed identity, evident especially when the Eastern and Western characteristics 
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are compared. Laborious, life-threatening, parasitic, overtly evil in the East, idle, 

bothersome, marginal, and petty in the West, “the Gypsy” has a unique quality 

as an Other in both literary and ethnographic fiction. Crosse, for instance, claims 
that Gypsies have “an incurable habit of pilfering here as elsewhere; yet they can 

be trusted as messengers and carriers” (147), a statement that points to the heart 

of this contradiction. Despite their diligence as messengers, the Szgany of Dracula 

do not help Jonathan with taking his letters; instead, they serve the monster they 

depend upon, easily betraying Jonathan even though he paid for their services. 

Crosse also depicts Gypsies as petty intruders and thieves as he summarises the sta-

tus quo of Eastern Europe: “never is a door left unlocked but a gipsy will steal in, 

to your cost” (147).

One might say that the process described in this article is a simple projection 

of all the prejudices that already exist, an extreme example of Orientalism, or mis-

reading by ethnographers, travel writers, even by Stoker. All of these claims are 

true, of course, but “the Gypsy” is interesting because of its layers, and it is these 

layers that shift completely when it interacts with a similarly gothicised and orien-

talised landscape. Landscapes can be seen as texts, narratives that are transforma-

tions of ideologies into a concrete form ( J. Duncan and N. Duncan 118); a landscape 

change, then, enables a change in ideology to become material. In the case of Dracula, 

the ideologically loaded East–West opposition that is translated into the depiction 
of Gypsies is also seen in the Transylvanian landscape which endures the same 

violation to its idyllic identity. What is more, the actual Transylvania, a landscape 

that has been written about and thus written over by the West, is irreversibly trans-

formed. As opposed to the wilderness of rural Britain that the “roaming gypsies” 

inhabit in Doyle’s “The Adventure of the Silver Blaze,” Transylvania is foreign, 

and is a setting for “fairytales” (Crișan 73) rather than a space of nostalgia for pre-
industrialisation Britain.

A nation-positive nostalgia is key to several Sherlock Holmes stories that 

take place in the countryside; Gypsies are depicted in at least four such stories: 

“The Adventure of the Speckled Band” (1892), “The Silver Blaze” (1894), “The Hound 

of the Baskervilles” (1902), and “The Priory School” (1904). In these works, Gypsies 

are curiously represented in a more favourable, less derogatory light than in other 

nineteenth-century texts (Goodson 17). Thus, there is a marked difference between 
a depiction of the Gypsy in a domestic setting and in Dracula’s Transylvania, a fact that 

may be accounted for by a nostalgic view of the British countryside. Consequently, 
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it could be supposed that landscapes determine (or at least influence) the representa-

tion of the Gypsy: although both Doyle and Stoker paint pictures of the rural Gothic 

in their works, only the latter can be classified as Orientalist Gothic, as the land-

scapes of Dracula and Doyle’s stories have dissimilar effects on the “couleur locale” and 

thus the Gypsy, too. In Doyle’s short stories, the reader does not confront the Orient 

through “the Gypsy” because readerly prejudice operates within a British land-

scape that is clearly dominated and understood by Westerners; “the Gypsy” remains 

a de-localised Other whose otherness in this setting is somewhat softened, tamed. 

The Gypsies are still confined to the margins of society, but they have their assigned 
place, mostly out of sight of the white British population.

The abhuman character that is added through their re-localisation to the East 

is significant because it shows poignantly what changes: Doyle’s Gypsy is utterly 
domestic, a petty criminal and a scapegoat who helps define the norm through its oth-

erness; it is quaint, idyllic, and constitutes what is known as the “couleur locale,” mak-

ing the landscape appear both realistic and mysterious. Stoker’s Gypsy, on the other 

hand, has a name that underlines its foreignness (Szgany), is wolf-like, industrious, 

allied to the absolute, supernatural evil, and presents a serious threat to the Western 

norm, symbolising lost control as well as contamination. This imaginary contami-

nation comes alive in the Transylvanian region due to its ethnic heterogeneity and 

its corrupted landscape in which Gypsies are free to roam about. When Jonathan 

exclaims, “away from this cursed spot, from this cursed land, where the devil and 

his children still walk with earthly feet!” (Stoker 63), his words betray his emotions 

and prejudices. It is the land and its people that threaten the West: the Szgany, some-

times called “the children of Cain,”4 just as much as Dracula himself, are the devil, 

and it is Transylvania where they “still walk with earthly feet.”

concLusion

“Gypsies” as itinerant people have been present in Britain for centuries, but their 

reputation as petty criminals and subhuman Others excluded them from the realm 

of Gothic monstrosity and confined them to the “couleur locale.” Through a change 

4 One of the first written accounts of Gypsies, penned by an Irish monk visiting the island of Crete, 
Symon Semeonis, uses negative, religiously loaded expressions like Jonathan’s: “[they] assert 
themselves to be of the race of Cain … as if cursed by God … they wander … from cave to cave” 

(Semeonis qtd. in Murphy 61).
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in landscape, they became abhuman creatures and have thus ascended to the level 

of the Oriental Gothic. As such, their presence in Stoker’s Transylvania is paramount 

to the apparent danger of the region and its Oriental ways: Gypsies in the Orient 

come to embody Westerners’ fears of contamination, especially because of their 

involvement with the absolute evil of the novel, Count Dracula. Their newly-

assumed abhuman character, their association with Dracula and the near-super-

natural wolves, and their industriousness enhance the threat they pose to Western 

society, especially when their potential movement is considered. Even worse for 

the Victorian anxieties about reverse colonisation, the Szgany do not even have 

to move; on the one hand, their objective is to provide Dracula with the appropri-

ate means of transport and to move his boxes of soil within Transylvania, thus, they 

contribute to an essential phase of Dracula’s invasion of the Occident. On the other 

hand, and arguably more frighteningly, they are already present in the British Isles 

in an equally problematic, albeit less threatening form. Jonathan Harker’s notes 

connect the recognisably foreign Others to the domestic Gypsies of the West by stat-

ing that the Szgany are “allied to the ordinary gipsies all the world over” (Stoker 50).

Gypsies have already been orientalised Others in the British landscape, “roam-

ing” (Doyle, The Silver Blaze 9) in the British moorland in The Adventure of the Silver Blaze 

or misbehaving on the land of impoverished aristocrats in The Adventure of the Speckled 

Band. However, their Oriental quality becomes more distinct as soon as they are re-

localised to an Eastern European landscape. As de-localised Others, Gypsies wreak 

havoc in the Occident; still, without their Oriental, abhuman, devilish characteris-

tics assumed in Transylvania, they appear tame, idle, and bothersome rather than 

threatening. The re-localisation of the de-localised Other, then, is the key to how 

“the Gypsy” is altered in Victorian imagination: through this effort, Gypsies are 
transformed into villains appropriate for Gothic fiction. The origins of the versatil-
ity of Gypsies can be found in their alleged non-synchronicity with Western ideals 

of time, space, and law, for they exist on the margins, in the shadows of normalcy 

within the Occidental realm. They are a “people without history” (Trumpener 843), 

a blank space that may be filled with both domestic, familiar, and foreign, threaten-

ing qualities, depending on which side of the “our land—barbarian land” (Said 54) 

binary they are located on.

Ethnographers and travel writers have long been fascinated by Gypsies, and 

their interest in the ethnic group coincided with the increasing appeal of the concept 

of the nation state. Authors like Wilkinson, Johnson, or Crosse visited Transylvania 
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and reported on what they identified as local Gypsies, a group that they observed with 
a rather xenophobic lens, inspiring authors of fiction like Stoker. As the Victorian 
national anxiety became more prominent in the nineteenth century, so did the field 
of ethnography; the public wanted to know more about the Orient and its peo-

ple and describe them accurately, but they were also frightened of the unknown. 

Therefore, it may be established that the same paradox of Gothic fiction, the combi-
nation of thrill and horror governed both the public and the ethnographic discourse. 

Both ethnographers and authors of fiction were eager to “capture …, describe …, 
radically alter” the Orient and the Oriental Other (Said 95); hence, “Gypsies” and 

the “Szgany” are virtually voiceless in both fictional and (pseudo-)scientific texts. 
In addition, gypsylorists, like Wlislocki or Groome, provided the public with Gypsy 

folk tales and reports on the customs of Gypsies, thereby reinforcing the power 

of the category “Gypsy” itself and the foreignness of the ethnic group.

As Gypsies are re-localised to the Orient, their abhuman characters emerge. 

Connected by Jonathan to their “allies” in the West, their threat becomes evident: 

they might contaminate and weaken the nation, a very concerning thought in an era 

of political upheaval in the colonies. In Eastern Europe, “the Gypsy” becomes unbri-

dled, and the tamed Other of the West develops into the enemy within, the first step 
in the effort of reverse colonisation.
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Abstract: Edward Prime-Stevenson’s novel, Imre: A Memorandum (1906), is a recollection 

of the unfolding relationship between a Hungarian soldier, Imre, and Oswald, an Englishman, 

whose first-person narration conveys the story through a unique perspective. The novelette functions 
as a piece of educational literature that aims to break away from the earlier stereotypes of homo-
sexuality’s portrayal, especially of Wildean stereotypes, which, according to Prime-Stevenson, 
only fuel the negative connotations attached to same-sex desire. The advancement of the narrative 
is influenced by three main reasons: the book as a piece of educational literature, the restricted and 
strictly controlled speakable discourse on homosexuality, and Oswald’s experience told from his 
point of view. The aim of the paper is to argue that the speakability of homosexuality is only pos-
sible in a self-censored narrative frame, which pre-emptively decides the limits of the discourse that 
can be spoken. First, I present Judith Butler’s interpretation of the 1994 congressional statute that 
prohibited the self-declaration of homosexuality in the US military, in order to reflect upon the per-
formative operation of implicit censorship. Then I explore how self-censorship functions in the dia-

logues between the protagonists, and argue that Prime-Stevenson’s novel uses narrative “blanks” 

as a means and ways of creating the discursive frame in which, and only in which the speakability 
of homosexuality becomes possible. Thereby, I aim to present that for the novel to fulfil its function 
as educational literature, and to provide a sympathetic reading of homosexual love, it is of cru-

cial importance to maintain the narrative frame and, thus, the limits of the speakable discourse. 
For Prime-Stevenson, it was only through this perspective that same-sex desire seemed portrayable.
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Edward Prime-Stevenson’s novel, Imre: A Memorandum (1906), explores the precar-

ious progression of the unfolding romance between two young men. Out of fear 

of the contemporaneous views on homosexuality, and scared of losing each other, 

they “wear the mask, day by day, until finally it is thrown away, first by one, then 
by the other” (Prime-Stevenson, The Intersexes 369–370). In Imre: A Memorandum, 

the masks worn by the narrator, Oswald, and the Hungarian soldier, Imre, func-

tion as discursive regulations, setting forth the carefully structured narrative frame 

that dictates the speakable limits of homosexuality. Published at the beginning 

of the twentieth century, under the pseudonym Xavier Mayne, the novel explores 

the possible discursive ways that allow the two men to speak about their controver-

sial feelings and open up to each other. 

The aim of this paper is to examine how the narrative mechanisms of the text 

create a very particular atmosphere, the so-called masks, which at first seem com-

pletely dominated by self-censorship — a censorship that can be observed in both 

the narrator’s and Imre’s discourse. It is heavily influenced by certain ideas about 
masculinity and their possible connections to the two men’s understanding of homo-

sexuality. I aim to argue that this narrative framing is essential for the novel to be able 

to function as an educational and representative literary work. 

The Congressional sTaTuTe of 1994 and The PerformaTiviTy 

of homosexualiTy in The miliTary

In Excitable Speech: A Politics of the Performative, Judith Butler examines the per-

formative potential of the contested meanings of homosexuality in the American 

military. The US Congress passed a statute in October of 1994 that prohibited 

the self-declaration of homosexuality in the military; otherwise known as DADT 

(“Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”). Unexpectedly, the statute initiated a broad public dis-

course on the topic, and thus achieved the very goal it wanted to avoid. Butler 

states that the regulation, which declares what it does not want to be declared, 

thwarts its own goals in the form of performative self-contradiction: “The term 

‘homosexual’ thus comes to describe a class of persons who are to remain prohib-

ited from defining themselves; the term is to be attributed always from elsewhere. 
And this is, in some ways, the very definition of the homosexual that the military 
and the Congress provide” (Butler 105). With whom does the power of identifying 

someone as a homosexual lie then? This way, the definition of homosexuality, after 
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the passing of the mentioned statute, is left to others, and a homosexual is thus some-

one “who is denied the act of self-definition ... one whose self-denial is a prerequi-
site for military service” (Butler 105). The philosopher goes on to suggest that in this 

social and juridical milieu, the words “I am a homosexual” not only have descrip-

tive functions, they also perform what they aim to describe. Consequently, these 
utterances not only construct the speaker as a homosexual, but they “constitute 

the speech as homosexual conduct” (107). It should be stated, however, that such 

performative power of these utterances can only be observed in this very specific, 
regulated context: “In this sense, the regulations conjure the spectre of a perform-

ative homosexual utterance — an utterance that does the deed — that it seeks to cen-

sor, engaging in a circularity of fabrication and censorship that will be specified 
as paranoid” (107). It remains unclear exactly what the referent of the word “homo-

sexual” would be in the case of this congressional statute. The lack of being able 

to capture the meaning of what is prohibited creates the very possibility that Butler 

calls “radical democratic contestation,” which, in the future, might have the poten-

tial to pave the way for different (re)articulations. Interestingly enough, this regu-

lation does not construct homosexuality as an act — by allowing a single utterance 

of “I am a homosexual” to be understood as conduct, the singularity of this event 

is imagined as a series of events, “and so [the regulation] imagines a certain force 

of homosexuality to drive one-time practitioner into a compulsive or regular repeti-

tion” (111). This way, the statute reinstates the presupposition that the communica-

tion of one’s homosexuality can somehow be equal to doing the act itself. According 
to Butler, there must be something rather disruptive in the self-defined homosex-

uality, since it is construed as if the very speaking of the word is already an offen-

sive act, or rather, conduct. The author reminds us that Michel foucault in his 

volumes on the history of sexuality argued that first there were homosexual “acts,” 
then, only later did homosexuality as a category of identity emerge. This statute 

imagines the doing of an act as already a category of identity, as something that 

is equal to doing the act. Butler, then, invoking Freud’s Totem and Taboo provides 

a psychoanalytic interpretation on how the idea of homosexuality that the regu-

lation presupposes becomes a taboo, thereby shedding light on the discursive pat-

terns of the statute’s text, which imagines homosexuality as something contagious, 

comparing the conduct to a virus-like, spreading idea: “Anyone who has violated 

a taboo becomes taboo himself because he possesses the dangerous quality of tempt-
ing others to follow his example: why should he be allowed to do what is forbidden 
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to others?” (qtd. in Butler 115). The congressional regulation, therefore, creates 
a discursive pattern, which binds together the “spreading” of homosexuality with 

the spreading of a certain virus, notably HIV.

The next chapter of Butler’s Excitable Speech continues to interrogate how speech 

act theories might help to understand the function of censorship exercised by the con-

gressional regulation. Butler argues that censorship should be viewed as a means 

of creating speech, that is, it already pre-emptively dictates what speech can be spo-

ken. If censorship is seen as creating the speech, then it is ahead of the creation 

of the text, not an a posteriori restriction of speech. That is why it is of crucial impor-

tance to distinguish between explicit and implicit censorship. The effectiveness 
of implicit censorship suggests that the power of the censor cannot be limited to overt 

political actions, censorship like this functions in a much more obscure way. Although 

the regulations instated by DADT could easily be put in the category of explicit 

censorship, they also seek to define the norm of military subjectification: in the case 
of the male military subject, the norms that define masculinity will be those that 
require the denial of homosexuality. However, the introduction of the regulation 
did not limit references to homosexuality in the military; on the contrary, a pro-

liferation of such references was seen. Consequently, the mechanism of censorship 
plays an active role not only in the creation of the subject, but also in the delinea-

tion of the social parameters of the discourse that can be spoken: “According to this 

view, censorship is not merely restrictive and privative, that is, active in depriving 

subjects of the freedom to express themselves in certain ways, but also formative 

of subjects and the legitimate boundaries of speech” (Butler 132). As a result, these 

kinds of implicit potentials give censorship its source of power.

According to Butler, certain kinds of iterability have the potential to subvert 

cultural and political discourses. The subversion of the politics of different norms 
and systems of power lies in the potential of repetition done differently. By invok-

ing the case of Rosa Parks, Butler displays exactly how reiterations done in specific 
ways have the power to change the dynamics of a cultural discourse. As outlined 

above, the possible reiterations that have subversive potential are always situated 

in social and political contexts, which dictate in advance what we are to under-

stand by subversion and how it might happen. In other words, the political power 

of these reiterations is indirectly provided by that authority, state etc., who exer-

cises the censorial power.
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In the case of Prime-Stevenson’s novelette, the protagonists need to explore and 

communicate their feelings in such political circumstances that control the exact 

speakable limits on homosexuality. I will argue that differently done discursive 
reiterations in Prime-Stevenson’s novel have the potential to subvert (up to a point) 

the negative connotations Imre and Oswald and their societies attribute to homosex-

ual love. These speech acts provide and organise the speakable discourse on homo-

sexuality: by repeating the same kinds of discursive patterns a bit differently each 
time, the two protagonists slowly become able to subvert their own (sometimes 

intentional) self-censorship, thereby creating a space for their sexualities to be able 

to be spoken of. I aim to explore how the performative discursive patterns in which 

Oswald and Imre enclose themselves are “one of the influential rituals by which 
[their] subjects are formed and reformulated” (Butler 160).

narraTive hiaTus and The unfolding disCourse on homosexualiTy

Prime-Stevenson’s novel focuses on the (self-)censored discourse of the protagonists, 

who slowly and carefully put down their masks, and in the end reveal their secrets 

to each other, while still adhering to the limits and customs provided and regulated 

by the discourse that, according to them and their societies, can be spoken. Three 

main reasons can be observed as to why and how this discursive frame functions. 

firstly, the discursive framing is closely tied to how Prime-Stevenson’s novel posi-

tions itself within the contemporaneous cultural context. In the Prefatory, Oswald 

addresses Xavier Mayne: “And as you have more than once urged me to write 

something concerning just that topic which is the mainspring of my pages I have 

asked myself whether, instead of some impersonal essay, I would not do best to give 

over to your editorial hand all that is here? as something for other men than for you 

and me only?” (Prime-Stevenson, Imre 3–4 [1906]). The most important purpose 

of this novelette explicitly appears in the cited passage, in which the author of this 

imaginary letter states that the manuscript presented here is for “other men” pri-

marily. As Zsolt Bojti points out, “[t]he nature of Imre as a self-help and educational 

book is seen from the very beginning of the novelette” (“Narrating Eros and Agape” 

23). In his paper, Bojti demonstrates that, for the author of Imre, it was of essential 

importance to provide the broader public with a different perspective on homosex-

ual love, compared to what had been previously accessible in English literature. for 

this very reason, the narrative of the novelette turns away from the pre-existing 
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negative connotations of homosexuality in order to offer a new and more accept-
able understanding of same-sex desire. Therefore, Prime-Stevenson’s book is not 

only memorable for allowing homosexual characters a happy ending for the first 
time in an English literary text, but also because it displays an empathetic under-

standing of male-to-male desire in a cultural era, where homosexuality was strictly 

criminalised. In Imre: A Memorandum, the thoughts and acts of the protagonists are, 

for the most part, driven by intentional self-censorship, because this narrative key 

paves the way for a subversive understanding of homosexuality that is explored 

in the first person narration of Oswald and in the discourse of the Hungarian soldier. 
Secondly, Oswald and Imre have no other choice but to navigate their dialogues 

according to the limitations of their cultural context. Prime-Stevenson’s novel, while 

itself being a piece of educational literature, depicts how dangerous it was for some-

one to explicitly open up about their sexuality. The text also showcases to what 

extent homosexuality and the concepts of masculinity were inherently intertwined 

at the beginning of the twentieth century.

finally, Oswald, the narrator of the text, starts writing this “memorandum and 

guide-book of Imre’s emotional topography” (Imre 63) after all this has already hap-

pened; thus, the narrator knows in advance how their coming-out story would end. 

Therefore, every bit of the story is conveyed through Oswald’s perspective, thereby 

raising the question, whether he could be seen as a reliable narrator. Nonetheless, 
the memorandum is as much his “emotional topography” as it is Imre’s. Although 

the novelette portrays only Oswald’s reflections, it becomes very clear from their 
dialogues that Imre goes through the same precarious path of coming to terms with 

his sexuality, as it is depicted in the narrator’s own thoughts. These three elements 

combined construct the narrative framing of Imre: the book as a piece of educational 

literature, the restricted and strictly controlled speakable discourse on homosexu-

ality, and Oswald’s experience that propels the narrative.

The withholding of information in narrative fiction is a widely discussed 
topic of literary theories in the twentieth century. In her book, A csend retorikája 

(The Rhetorics of Silence), Edit Zsadányi gives a brief overview on the development 

of theories concerned with the narrative function of figures of omission. Zsadányi 
reminds us of Wolfgang Iser’s claim which argues that not even as an experiment 

would it be possible to create a literary work without interruptions. The narrative hia-

tus that is thus formed has an integral part in the interpretation of any literary work 

(Zsadányi 13). According to Iser, it is in the nature of literary communication that 
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the “blanks” of a text could never have a singular interpretation, which may provide 

the information so far withheld. The indeterminacy of interpretation is a consequence 
of the communicative situation of literature — literature that is the very communi-

cation between the text and the reader (Iser 163–170). Reacting to Iser’s “blanks” 

(Leerstelle), Leona Toker argues for a more distinct category that she calls “narra-

tive gaps.” The inevitable narrative gap only becomes a hiatus, if the reader, fol-

lowing their expectations, considers the omitted information to be relevant, in other 

words, if the reader considers the hiatus as information to be interpreted (Toker 5–6). 

In The Rhetoric of Fiction, Wayne C. Booth claims that several authors of the twen-

tieth century restrain themselves from explicitly explaining their stories, thereby 

avoiding any kind of overt interpretation. Compared to writers of the eighteenth 

and nineteenth centuries, these authors do not express their views through any voice 

in the text, thus letting their characters create their own stories (Booth 271–274).

This is not the case with Prime-Stevenson. Not only does he explicitly pro-

vide a voice for his own views on homosexuality through the narrator of the novel, 

but also the narrative hiatus — the most important discursive element organising 

the advancement of the protagonists’ dialogues — has a very distinct and clear way 

of operation in the novelette. The first sentence of the Prefatory is already an exam-

ple of the modus operandi of the narrative gaps:1 “In these pages I give you a chapter 

out of my life… an episode that at first seemed impossible to write even to you” (3). 
Zsadányi emphasises that “[a]n unfinished line marked with three dots may indicate 
not only that the thought can be continued, but also that the speaker has reached 

the limit of verbal expression” (Zsadányi 23).2 In the novel, most of these blanks 

presuppose that some unspeakable information, something mostly related to homo-

sexuality and its (un)speakability is being withheld. Or, it is also very common that 

the hiatus functions as a typographic tool after which something that shall not 

be uttered will indeed be uttered, of course, within the limits regulated by the social 

views on homosexuality and the related self-censorship of the protagonists. 

Gerald Prince’s narratology distinguishes the un- or non-narratable from the un- 

or non-narrated as the occurrences of blanks in a literary text (28–31). Within the cat-

egory of the unnarratable, Prince lists three possible occurrences. first, the narrator 

does not want to subvert or question the social orders; second, the narrator real-
ises their own incapability of portraying something, this mostly being a rhetoric 

1 In my analysis, I use the terms for figures of omissions interchangeably.
2 Passages from Zsadányi’s work are translations of my own.
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incapability; and in the third instance, the narrator faces the problem of unspeakabil-

ity. All three versions occur very often and they sometimes overlap in Imre. In the fol-

lowing pages, I turn to the interpretation of the different kinds of narrative blanks 
in the novel. Thereby, I examine how hiatus organises the discursive patterns, lim-

its the speakability of the discourse, while at the same time creates the possibility 

for homosexuality to actually be speakable.

Before turning to the analysis of censorship in the text, one more remark must 

be made. On the one hand, according to the Prefatory, Oswald gives the imagined 

Xavier Mayne (the pseudonym under which Prime-Stevenson published the nov-

elette) the manuscript for revision. In this fictional framing, therefore, it is possible 
to entertain the idea that Mayne might have actually changed some parts of the text, 

since Oswald explicitly asked him to do so. furthermore, it is stated on the title page 

that the text was “edited” by Mayne. On the other hand, the narrator emphasises 

in the same passage that “[he] may say to [Mayne] here that the dialogue is kept, 

word for word, faithfully as it passed” (Imre 4). Hence, it is of vital importance 

to examine by whom and how censorship is exercised in the progression of the dia-

logues. The typographical outlook of the novel, the various usage of certain figures 
of omission, this way, could not only be attributed to Prime-Stevenson’s educational 

aim that correlates mostly with Imre’s or Oswald’s censorial performative acts, but 

regarding certain parts of the text, one might as well argue that it was Mayne who 

edited the manuscript according to his best interests. This is further supported 

by Oswald’s request, since he explicitly states that due to his aim of conveying eve-

rything truthfully, the manuscript could have turned out to be too long. Hence 

the request, asking Mayne to “use” his editorial hand, where he feels it is needed. 
Thus, censorship in this sense could also be attributed to the imagined editor, Xavier 

Mayne. At the same time, it must be emphasised that the main feature of the oper-

ation of implicit censorship lies in the blurring of censorial power. In other words, 

implicit censorship functions in a way that the agent of a censorial act could hardly 

be named. As we have seen in Butler’s argumentation, implicit censorship pre-emp-

tively regulates speech, even deciding in advance how the exact censorial act may 

function. Thereby, regarding a few instances I will aim to present whose (self-)censor-

ship organises the limits of the discourse, because in these cases, locating the censo-

rial act also organises the interpretation of the text; I will do so, however, by bearing 

in mind the obscure workings of implicit censorship.
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In the first chapter of Imre, soon after meeting each other, the Hungarian soldier 

mentions a friend of his, namely Karvaly, a very good-looking person who meant 

a great deal to him. It is during the telling of this story that significant amount 
of narrative blanks start structuring the protagonist’s speech: “Means much? Ah, 

ah, so very much! I dare say you think it odd…  but I have never had anything… 

never… work upon me so! ...” (24).3 After having finished his portrayal of Karvaly, 
Imre turns to Oswald, saying: “I never talked this way with any one — at least 

never till now. I am an idiot! I beg your pardon” (25). This self-reflexive utterance 
is a tell-tale sign of the speakable limits of their discourse. On the one hand, the sol-

dier is unsure, whether he shared way too much information with his new friend, 

on the other hand, he could as well reflect upon his hesitation that the text typo-

graphically conveys with the use of blanks. Talking about his friend’s physique, Imre 
performs one of the first self-censorial acts. He does not let himself explicitly address 
why the physical appearance of Karvaly matters to him in any way. At the same 

time, however, this censored discursive element opens the possibility for Oswald 

to start thinking about Imre’s intentions: “‘I beg to compliment you on your enthu-

siasm for your friend. Plainly one of the “real ones” indeed,’ I said. for I was not 

a little stirred by this frank evidence of a trait that sometimes brings to its posses-

sor about as much melancholy as it does happiness” (24).

In the novelette, the concepts of masculinity are significantly intertwined with 
the ideas about friendship between two males. As James Patrick Wilper argues, 

the novel “along with the author’s The Intersexes, is forthright in its rejection 

of the Wildean stereotype and attempts to wrestle interest in literature and the fine 
arts away from effeminacy” (139). Prime-Stevenson clearly entertained the idea that 
the only way he could shift the literary and cultural discourse on homosexuality 

from contemporaneous negative perspectives was by shedding light on a radically 

different picture of gay men. Both his protagonists posit themselves as men who 
are not at all “effeminate” or “weak” — they showcase none of the features attrib-

uted to Wilde’s characters. Moreover, both Imre and Oswald appreciate homo-

sexual males with distinctively “manly” features, and they also despise the ones 

who are by any means “feminine.” In the second chapter, one of the key points 

of Oswald’s monologue is the part where he describes the kind of gay men he disdains: 

“To think of them shamed me; those types of man-loving-men who, by thousands, live 

3 In the 1906 edition, figures of omission are sometimes marked with multiple periods. 
In my paper, I standardised these to three periods.



CSABA NYERGES

162

incapable of any noble ideals or lives.” He continues: “The effeminate artists, the sug-

ary and fiberless musicians! The Lady Nancyish, rich young men of higher or lower 
society twaddling aesthetic sophistries, stinking with perfume like cocottes!” (116). 

Bojti states that Prime-Stevenson found himself in a conflicted situation: on the one 
hand, sexual science was problematic and not at all available to a general read-

ership; on the other hand, literature related to Oscar Wilde and his circle only 

fuelled the criminalisation of same-sex desire, at least according to Prime-Stevenson 

(Wilde, Stenbock, Prime-Stevenson 142–144).4 While in the cited passage Oswald defi-

nitely distances himself from the concepts that evoke Wilde’s literature, and while 

it displays Prime-Stevenson’s aim with his book, this discursive pattern is also 

a tool for developing the discursive frames, which give the protagonists a chance 

to engage in topics related to homosexuality, of course, in a highly self-censored way. 

By constructing this hyper-masculinity and relating it to the speakable friendship 

between men, a narrative situation is constructed that drives the plot. Oswald and 

Imre continuously return to this topic during their conversations. It is also nota-

ble that this censored discursive frame remains in their dialogues even after both 

of them open up about their sexualities. Therefore, Butler’s analysis on censorship 

helps to better approach the way censorship functions here: by limiting the speak-

able discourse, exactly those parts of the speech accumulate and proliferate that 

should have not been spoken. Simultaneously, these reiterations will provide agency 

to the protagonists by the end of the novelette to communicate their desires; how-

ever, the narrative frame remains mostly intact, hardly subverting the concepts 

of masculinity and censorship.

Although the novel does a very good job at keeping up the tension between 

the protagonists, constantly maintaining the discursive frame, the narrator’s point 

of view occasionally steps out of these limits, and applies his later acquired knowledge 
to the textual Oswald, that is the narrator, who at that point of time could not have 

been in the possession of information he communicates. In these cases, he attributes 

reflections to his past self from the point of view when writing this memorandum, 
which, according to the fictional frame, happened after he had experienced all this. 

“Such an hour or so… for the evening was drawing on when we parted… was a kindly 

4 As Bojti reminds us elsewhere: “let us think of pleasure-driven opium addict Dorian Gray, whose 

relationships are of no spiritual depth, or of the erotic novel attributed to Wilde and his coterie, 

Teleny which presents the purely sexual and emotionally toxic relationship of the narrator and 

the title character” (“Narrating Eros and Agape” 22).
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prophecy as to the future of the intimacy, the trust, the decreed progression toward 

them, even through our — reserves” (28). Or, at another point, as he talks about 

Imre’s eyes: “It seems to me that now, as I write, I meet their look. I lay down my pen 

for an instant as my own eyes suddenly blur” (44). These parts of the novelette com-

plicate the position of the narrator. Prime-Stevenson builds a narrative frame, which, 

by repeatedly reinforcing the speakable limits of the discourse, displays the (self )-

censorial operation of the speech thematising homosexuality. It is also arguable that 

these parts of the novelette undermine the aim of the text by stepping out of the dis-

cursive frames so precisely built. However, the narrator who — so to speak — has 

the ability to occasionally step out of his own limited speech, must always return 

to and stay within the censored point of view, whenever talking with Imre, and 

also in most cases, when he communicates his own feelings and thoughts regarding 

the unfolding relationship. Consequently, by sometimes leaving the limits of the nar-
rative framing and hence the censored discourse, Oswald — whether knowingly 

or indirectly — strictly reinforces the very limits of the speakable discourse, thereby 

emphasising the power and inescapability of implicit censorship. Considering the fic-

tional framing of the novel, Oswald’s breaks from his own narrative voice and point 

of view might be parts of the memorandum that went through the imaginative edi-

torial hand of Mayne. The novel remains very alert about these instances, and they 

only seem to aim at further establishing the speakable limits.  

A very distinct feature of the usage of narrative hiatus can be observed 

in the “infectious” operation of blanks. As outlined above, Imre behaves rather 

hesitantly when he approaches the topic of his old friend, Karvaly. Later on, when 

Oswald recollects Imre’s behaviour, he notes that “[s]ince the afternoon on which 

we had met, Imre referred so little to Karvaly… he seemed so indifferent to his 
absence, all at once… indeed he appeared to be shunning the topic… that I avoided 

it completely” (55). It seems to be the case that Oswald re-enacts what Imre had 

done previously, notably he repeats the pattern of speech organised by the narra-

tive hiatus. Censorship seems to be operating in the same way when Oswald opens 

up to his old-time friend about his sexuality, and he reacts to the narrator’s con-

fession in the following manner: “I took you for my friend because I believed you 

to be a… man. You chose me for your friend because you believed me… stay, I will 

not say that! … because you wished me to be… a something else, a something 

more or less like to yourself, whatever you are! I loathe you! ...” (141). According 

to Butler, the text of the analysed congressional statute imagines the operation 
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of homosexuality in a way that the act of self-definition functions as a “discursive 
carrier for this displacement and ‘transmissability.’ The sign uttered in the service 

of a prohibition carries that prohibition and becomes speakable only in the ser-

vice of that prohibition” (115). The naming of homosexuality, therefore, cannot 

merely be understood as a sign of desire, rather it is the very means by which desire 

is enacted by the sign — thus it acquires a “carrier” function that connects homo-

sexuality to contagion. “The self-descriptive utterance of ‘homosexuality’ becomes 

the very act of dangerous communication which, participating in a contempo-

rary revaluation of that sacred scene, infects its listener” (“Contagious Word” 116). 

This is exactly how the forbidden utterance of homosexuality functions in Prime-

Stevenson’s novelette. In his 2022 essay, Bojti explores how a “susceptible” reader 

could interpret the exposition of Imre rather differently than the “average” reader. 
By analysing Wilde’s Dorian Gray and Teleny and other contemporaneous literary 

works, he argues that there are certain signs in the novelette that pave the way for 

a subversive reading related to homosexuality; consequently, Bojti proposes that 
the novel offers a double narrative similar to other pieces of homosexual literature 
at the time (“Hungarian Nervous Music” 27ff.). This reading, as he points out, dif-
fers significantly from the Wildean stereotypes in order to shed light on a different, 
much less eroticised understanding of same-sex desire. While Bojti explores censor-

ship in relation to the Hicklin Standard, thereby highlighting a possible, restrictedly 

accessible subversive way of reading homosexuality, the censored narrative fram-

ing examined in this paper could also be viewed as a tool with subversive poten-

tials. In this sense, subversion lies in the operation of (self )-censorship that the text 

conveys with the proliferating usage of narrative blanks, since it is the means and 

ways for Prime-Stevenson to provide an alternative perspective on same-sex desire. 

The “contagious” operation of the self-proclaiming utterance of homosexuality 

may only be approached and communicated in such a discourse of which the lim-

its are very clearly reinstated by the utterance’s infectious effect. The typographi-
cally inscribed way of homosexuality’s speakability that is passed through its very 

utterance keeps the discourse within the limits of its censored speakability. Prime-

Stevenson’s double narrative gives its protagonists the happy ending so far not seen 

in English-speaking literature thematising homosexuality; however, the subversive 

potential of the text is kept and may only function within the borders of implicitly 

censored same-sex desire.
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So far, little attention has been paid to the distinction between the author, Prime-

Stevenson, and the fictional editor, Xavier Mayne. It is of course hardly possible 
to outline the distinction perfectly, since in this fictional framing most of the cen-

sorship present in the novel could be attributed to both the author and the imag-

ined editor. However, the infectious nature of censorship is clearly one of the most 

important tools of the author in portraying the sexuality that cannot be spoken of. 

As I have shown, the censorship exercised by either Imre or Oswald has the abil-

ity to “communicate” with the other’s censorial act. We can observe that the pro-

liferation of censorship occurs exactly because of this: one starts limiting his own 

speech and then the other continues it, censoring himself. This is clearly a discur-

sive pattern used by Prime-Stevenson to portray the contagious nature of self-cen-

sorship. Exactly because of this, it becomes very interesting to entertain the idea that 

it was Mayne himself who actually allowed censorship to function in a way which, 

in the end, gains a somewhat subversive power. For Prime-Stevenson definitely has 
his own limitations and by giving the text to the “editorial hand”, one more layer 

of censorial power is realised in the fictional framing, which might actually have 
the chance to go against the decisions of the author himself, and allow the dis-

cursive limitations to start functioning against themselves, thereby slowly opening 

the way to the speakability of homosexuality. If Prime-Stevenson’s method of infec-

tious censorship were not interrupted throughout the novel, then the speakability 

of homosexuality might never have been realised. Here, however, it must be stated 

once more that it is not possible to name the exact occurrence of these interrup-

tions, thanks to the functioning of implicit censorship, following Butler’s argumen-

tation. Nevertheless, we can definitely state that Prime-Stevenson’s fictional framing 
needed Mayne to disrupt the contagiousness of implicit censorship. The complex-

ity of Imre lies in the creation of this extra editorial layer as well.

One of the key parts in the text is right after the letter that Oswald rev-

eices, which urges him to travel home for approximately a year, and he even has 

to entertain the idea of not returning. The two protagonists have a final rendez-

vous before Oswald’s planned departure. At this point, the narrator, quite affected 
by Imre’s seemingly emotionless behaviour, starts talking about the War-School. 

“Imre, Imre! Instead be a… man! A man in this, as in all else. You trifle with your 
certainty of a career. Be a man in this matter?” (94).5 Then Imre comes up with 

5 I use the 1906 edition of Imre because the Gifford-edition (2003) treats narrative blanks rather arbi-
trarily, sometimes using dashes instead of the three (or more) periods and also changes the original 
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a rather unexpected response: “Be a man? In this, as in all? God! how I wish I could 

be so” (94). Whereas at the beginning of their friendship, the intertwining concepts 

of masculinity and self-censorship served as a discursive pattern that allowed the two 

men to conceal their unspeakable feelings and sexuality, here Imre with the slightly 

different reiteration of these ideas uses self-censorship as a means and ways of por-

traying his true feelings. This precisely built narrative framing of friendship between 

men provides the basis for the protagonists to put their feelings to words. “I have 

found, as thou hast found, ‘the friendship which is love, the love which is friend-

ship.’ Come then, O friend! O brother, to our rest! Thy heart on mine, thy soul with 

mine! for us two it surely is... Rest!” (205).

I argue that the recurring emphasis on the “friendship which is love, the love, 

which is friendship” is of vital importance to the broader narrative structure of the lit-

erary text. By locating their final discourse to the aforementioned ideas of friend-

ship and censorship, the true potential of this discursive and narrative framing 

comes to light. With this narrative structure, which is inseparable from self-cen-

sorship, Prime-Stevenson creates a speakable language that allows same-sex desire 

to be openly addressed at the beginning of the twentieth century. This is why 

it is crucial for the narration to remain embedded in the precisely built discursive 

structure even at the point, when both Oswald and Imre confess their love. By reit-

erating this discourse continuously, and only by doing so, can the two protagonists 

open up to each other. Here, we can see that the connotations of same-sex desire not 

only closely evoke concepts of masculinity, but friendship as an idea is also a focal 

point in setting forth the speakable limits of the discourse. In the first two chapters 
of the novelette, Oswald’s narration and the protagonists’ dialogues, when reflect-
ing upon what kind of relation there is between them, must remain within the pos-

sible friendship which society allows. After the limits of the regulated speech has 

been firmly established, the different reiterations of the discourse start to question 
this carefully built order by stepping out of the allowed limits of friendship between 

punctuation. The editor states that “[s]pelling and punctuation have been modernised and obvi-

ous textual errors have been corrected” (30). I firmly believe that Prime-Stevenson’s usage of nar-
rative hiatus is one of the key narrative elements of the text, which organise the discourse between 

Oswald and Imre. Gifford’s changes of typographic tools fail to realise the main goal of the text that 
is finding the limits of a speakable discourse on homosexuality, in which one can open up and avoid 
any possible harm. The punctuation and the meaning of the blanks used by Prime-Stevenson are, 

therefore, of vital importance. Here, for example, Gifford removes the figure of omission, despite 
the important fact that, by suggesting Imre’s hesitation, it subverts the rigid concepts of masculinity.
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two men. That is why Imre, at one point, warns Oswald that their relation must 

adhere to the idea their society allows: “The world thinks — as it thinks — now. And 

the world, our to-day’s world, must decide for us all! friendship now — now — must 

stay as the man of our day understands it, Oswald” (104).

In the following passages, I will turn to examine the removal of the masks 

(i.e. the confessions), which pave the way for the reformulated speakability of homo-

sexuality. for now, we should state that this recontestation will remain within the dis-

cursive framing, and thus, love between two men will only be approachable through 

the idea of friendship that is allowed. 

 How do their masks, their shared hidden secret, then, enter the discourse 

and reformulate their subjectivities? After the speakable limits of homosexuality have 

been carefully built, Oswald, with a performative speech-act, raises the question:

 I should find myself turning aside from the path of straight-
est truth which I would hold-to in these pages, if I did not 

find that question written down early and frankly here, with 
the rest. It must be written; or be this record broken now and here! 

 Was Imre von N… what is called among psychiaters of our 

day, an homosexual? (66)

Soon after wondering about Imre’s sexuality, Oswald re-enacts the limits, and states 

that it is surely out of question to put his friend in such a situation in which Imre 
would be faced with the unspeakable question: “But there! I had no right! Even if I... 

But there! I swore to myself that I had no wish!” (69). Then Imre tells the story of his 

colleague, whose “scandal” made him give up his charge. “You know” says Imre, 

“how specially sensitive… indeed implacable… the Service is on that topic. Anything 

but a hint of it! There mustn’t be a suspicion, a breath! One is simply ruined” (70–71). 

With the use of italics, the text emphasises the unspeakability of homosexuality 

implying that the mere utterance of the word is dangerous in itself. Here, it is impor-

tant to highlight that it is Imre himself who thinks of the utterance as unspeakable. 

Of course, it is still Oswald who highlights this part of Imre’s speech. Nonetheless, 

by attributing it to the Hungarian soldier, it becomes very clear that the ideas and 

concepts organising censorship and the narrative framing function this way also 

because Imre (and of course Oswald) integrate the speakable limits to their subjec-

tivities. Hence, the position from where they speak does not provide the possibility 
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to immediately move beyond the ideas controlled by their society; they have to alter 

the speakable limits of the discourse by reiterating it differently so that homosexu-

ality can afford to be mentioned.
Continuing the conversation, Imre asks Oswald, whether he has ever happened 

to meet “with… that sort a man…  person… yourself… in your own circle of friends?” 

(72). The concepts of extreme masculinity keep influencing their discourse, these 
ideas repeatedly reinstate the limits of speech. Here, Imre formulates his question 
by first referring to a homosexual man, who then is referred to as a “person,” thereby 
keeping the order of the discourse’s limits organised by their concept of masculin-

ity. Reacting to this situation, Oswald breaks the promise he made to himself and 

tries to move beyond the boundaries: “Now you are just the very individual I should 

suspect! … yes, yes, I am surprised!” (75). As the dialogue progresses toward 

the unspeakable, the narrative gaps get longer and longer, and Prime-Stevenson 

expresses the advancement with more periods as blanks. Imre, quickly realising 
the overstepping of the restrictions, replies: “Do you observe anything particularly 

womanish — abnormal — about me, if you please?” (75). finally, Oswald’s joke eases 

the tension of the situation, realising that he went too far: “you seem to forget what 

you yourself said to Captain Molton this afternoon… in the billiard-room… about 

the menage-cooks… don’t you remember?” (76). He concludes that Imre is surely not 

a homosexual. During this dialogue, the pair crosses the Chain Bridge, which con-

nects Buda and Pest, and Oswald entertains the idea that this place definitely pos-
sesses some peculiar ability, since it made them overstep the carefully built-up limits.

Margaret S. Breen argues that the bridge provides the space for the protag-

onists to talk about their sexualities: “Much as the bridge demarcates the space 

between Buda and Pest, the two men traversing it explore their relation to each 

other. … Thus, the bridge offers an intermediate space for Imre and Oswald’s ini-
tial shared claim to a discourse (though as of yet not an identity) of sexual interme-

diacy” (Breen 7).6 However, as I outlined above, this “intermediate space,” as Breen 

puts it, does not allow the dialogue to actually move beyond the restricted discourse, 

contrarywise: the limits are re-enacted. Breen mentions their “initial shared claim 

6 Margaret S. Breen explores the intertwined relation of the contested terms used to describe same-

sex desire and the role of translation in the novel. In my analysis, I do not turn to the question 
of the various definitions used to describe homosexuality at the turn of the century; however, 
it must be stated that the unclear and inconsequential usage of terms further complicates the speak-

ability of the discourse. for a comprehensive overview on this topic, see Bojti’s Wilde, Stenbock, 
Prime-Stevenson (126–173).
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to a discourse” that at the time of the bridge scene has not yet turned into an iden-

tity. Two remarks must be made here. firstly, I do not support the idea that speaks 

of a “shared claim.” Imre and Oswald (and distantly Prime-Stevenson and Mayne) 

do not find themselves in a situation where they have the “agency” to decide on a dis-
course they want to claim to themselves, upon which an identity could be formed. 

The implicit censorship pre-emptively sets forth what discourse and how it can 

be spoken. Hence, the discourse precedes any possible claim. Secondly, following 

the previous remark, I agree with Breen that an identity cannot be formed upon this 

discourse, but it is not because at this point the protagonists have not removed their 

masks. This discourse prevents the formation of any stable identity, since it constantly 

reinforces the speakable limits; thus, Oswald and Imre have to repeatedly come 

face to face with these regulations. That their speech remains embedded in this dis-

course even after opening up about their sexualities — as seen in the intact concepts 

of masculinity, and to an extent, friendship — proves exactly the obscure operation 

of implicit censorship. There is no “homosexual” identity to be built upon this dis-

course, since it forbids that exactly. 

Chapter 2, “Masks and — a face,” mainly focuses on Oswald’s coming to terms 

with his sexuality. The previous roughly hundred pages have all led up to this point, 

when Oswald finally opens up and tells the long story of his past endeavours. Here, 
as the self-proclaiming utterance of homosexuality happens, we see the contestation 

of the conflicting connotations of same-sex desire. It is the very reiteration Butler 
speaks of that questions social orders and opens the possibility for a more empathetic 
understanding of homosexuality. However, the speech act happens within a soci-

ety that strictly controls the way male-to-male love can(not) be addressed. Oswald 

again seeks the legitimacy of homosexuality by emphasising that a homosexual 

is “super-male, so utterly unreceptive of what is not manly, so aloof from any fem-

inine essences, that we cannot tolerate woman at all as a sexual factor! Are we not 

the extreme of the male?” (114). In this sense, the narrative framing remains still 

intact: Prime-Stevenson’s educational goals seemed to be only successful this way, 

that is without questioning the concepts of masculinity his protagonists keep reaf-
firming. Imre’s reaction and hesitation, whether he should open up too, is again 
marked by the proliferation of narrative blanks: “If I could… my God! if I only 

could! … say to thee what I cannot. Perhaps… some time... forgive me, but thou 

breakest my heart! ...” (151–152).
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In the last chapter, Imre has to leave for a while to fulfil his duties. Interestingly, 
the soldier, who previously referred to himself as a terrible writer, someone who likes 

to keep his writing very short, starts sending Oswald very lengthy letters. In just 

two days, the narrator gets three billets from him, but, keeping Imre’s request 
in mind, he answers laconically. Oswald asserts: “Clearly, Imre in camp was not 

Imre in Szent-Istvánhely!” (160). Then the narrator spots a stroke in the letters, which 

seems to be erased. He remarks: “Was it like Imre to be sentimental, for an instant, 

in a letter?” (161). Oswald finds himself surprised at the tone of his friend’s letters, 
he does not understand the inconsistency and especially does not seem to come 

to terms with a sentimental behaviour — a behaviour that both of them earlier por-

trayed as womanly and not suited for men like these two.

Later, Imre comes back to the city and finally decides to tell Oswald what he has 
been withholding so far: he also removes his mask. Interestingly enough, however, 

the narrator cuts his story short: “I shall not detail all of Imre’s tale. There was 

little in it for the matter of that, which could be set forth here as outwardly dra-

matic” (183–184). Oswald finds himself in a situation once more, where it becomes 
hard for him to understand why Imre delayed his confession. He confronts the sol-

dier: “Imre, I do not yet see why you have not trusted me sooner. There have been 

at least two moments in our friendship when you could have done so” (194). In a dis-

course that is pre-emptively organised and restricted by implicit (self-)censorship, 

one cannot clearly identify the operation of that discourse. Both Oswald and Imre 

try to be the ones to decide upon the censorial power they want (because they need) 

to exercise. But, as it is seen in the cited passages, there is no “sudden” escape from 

the limits of speech. And although there are instances when they are able to reflect 
on the regulations, not once is it possible to fully break away from the speaka-

bility provided by the discursive frame they must navigate their conversations in. 

The masks are thrown away in the end, but the limits of the speech remain: no sta-

ble identity is formed on the grounds of the censored discourse. “for — oh, Oswald, 

Oswald! I am just as art thou… I am just as art thou! (180). Removing the masks 

is only the first step in altering the speakable discourse.

ConClusion

Among scholars, Edward-Prime Stevenson’s Imre: A Memorandum is not celebrated 

for its literary genius, rather it might earn its place in the canon because of its 
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historical significance. As a contemporaneous review from Marc-André Raffalovich 
states: “ [Imre] is above all a document more than literature. It is deplorably writ-

ten but it is lived” (187). In my opinion, this book earns its value from its portrayal 

of a strictly controlled discourse that is very precisely built as narrative framing, 

and pre-emptively organises how homosexuality can be addressed, and is made 

up of multiple layers. In the novelette, there is no escaping from the restrictions 

of speech. “The world thinks — as it thinks — now. And the world, our to-day’s world, 

must decide for us all! friendship now — now — must stay as the man of our day 

understands it, Oswald” (104). The limits remain there constantly; both Oswald 

and Imre must deal with the precariousness of their own identities and social val-

ues when trying to break away from the speakable discourse. Their hesitations and 

careful behaviour are textually reflected in the various forms of narrative blanks.
The aim of this paper was to present why the specific type of narrative pat-

tern that determines the slowly developing relationship between Oswald and Imre 

is of crucial importance for the portrayal of homosexual desire. Edward Prime-

Stevenson’s goal — to provide the broader public with a different account of love 
between men — was seemingly only possible in this particular way. The performative 

self-censorship and its close relation to the concepts of masculinity and friendship 

create a narrative structure that paves the way for a speakable discourse on homo-

sexual love, perhaps thanks to the editorial hand of Mayne, while at the same time 

constantly alerting the protagonists of its own unspeakability. By portraying this con-

flicted and contradictory operation of a censored discourse, Prime-Stevenson cre-

ated an atmosphere where the current social norms could be questioned. As Butler 
puts it: “The appropriation of such norms to oppose their historically sedimented 

effect constitutes the insurrectionary moment of that history, the moment that founds 
a future through a break with that past” (159). The discourse that legitimises homo-

sexuality between Oswald and Imre is inherently bound with concepts of mascu-

linity that, in the end, could not be subverted. This confirms Butler’s suggestion 
that the performative power of differently done reiterations are in an obscure way 
provided by the very power that aims to regulate what it does not want to happen. 

Only within such circumstances, only by in some way adhering to the current social 

order can censored ideas be challenged. And Edward Prime-Stevenson does this 

exact thing: he offers a sympathetic reading of homosexuality in a certain way that, 
according to him, can operate as an educational piece of literature. This, in itself, 

is already an insurrectionary moment of history.
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Abstract: Through comparing and contrasting studies from philosophy and mainly contemporary 

literary theory, this paper aims to outline how a complex temporal paradox is refigured in Septimus 
Warren Smith’s fictive experience. It is the argument of the article that we can detect the pres-
ence of a divergent, modern variant of the concept of Eliade’s archaic cyclical time in this expe-
rience, battling with a predominantly linear temporal paradigm, presented through the fictional 
society of the novel. I argue that linear time is inherently paradoxical as it simultaneously builds 
and corrodes the individual and that, in Septimus’s experience, cyclical time serves very simi-
lar purposes. I observe how Septimus’s fictive modern cyclico-linear time compares to Virginia 
Woolf’s “moments of being” and isolate three types of moments pertinent to Septimus’s experience: 
the traumatic profane, the psychotic sacred, and the collective haunted. Through defining these three 
temporal concepts and underlining their presence in the narrative experience of Septimus, I aim 
to outline how the concept of cyclical time itself becomes a dark, intangible zone in the novel where 
transcendence is manifested as a consequence of trauma and denial. Septimus immerses himself 
in the liminal space of dark cyclical time both in hopes of healing, as he tries to amend his frag-

mented self, and out of necessity, as the post-war society’s denial banishes him into a hellish ter-
rain of endless repetition. Tragically, through the ignorant effort of self-healing through denial, 
the novel’s society abandons its function to reintroduce Septimus to linear temporal experience. 
Hence, Septimus finally succumbs to be completely consumed by the liminal space of dark cyclical 
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time. He fulfils both society’s unspoken wish to disappear and his own need to be free from his 
trauma — all the while an oblivious fictional world moves on in time.

The argument of this essay is that, through analysing the fictive temporal expe-

rience of Septimus Warren Smith, we can witness a particular re-cyclicalisation 
of a modern, predominantly linear time. This transition is the result of a complex 
individual experience of trauma and a completely inappropriate collective response 
to it. The horrors which finally consume Septimus create a liminal space of the dark, 
twisted, modern rendition of the temporal paradigm mircea eliade called “prim-

itive cyclical time,” as referred to throughout The Myth of the Eternal Return, “primi-
tive” meaning “archaic.” I argue that this dark cyclical time loses most of its original 
transcendent properties, albeit in Septimus’s fictive experience some of these are 
retained, for the most part this theoretical temporal paradigm introduces a differ-
ent, modern, self-consuming dark transcendence, resulting from underlying trauma. 
As such, it is a metaphysical experience inescapably bound together not with reli-
gious vocation but with psychological distress.1 Transcendence in Septimus’s tem-

poral experience does not arise from believing in (or claiming to be a part of ) acts 
of god(s), but witnessing acts of man that are of godly measures, more devastating 
than what the human mind can ever comprehend.

Since the original act which resonates in Septimus’s fictive experience is one 
that equally belongs to the domain of fiction and our shared collective reality, 
the dark cyclical time provokes numerous connotations pertaining to lived tem-

poral experience. Despite the obvious limitations embedded in fictive refiguration, 
Septimus’s character has been extensively studied in light of the particular pathol-
ogies he exhibits. Albeit a fictional character, he keeps facilitating discussions about 
what is now known as a standalone medical, psychiatric condition, post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (pTSD).2 “post-traumatic stress disorders and related stress response 

1 elyse graham and pericles lewis note in the context of the novel that “[i]n this modern london, 
the symbolic position of the cross, which represents the spirit’s transcendence over the claims 
of the flesh, has given way to that commercial instrument and weapon of war, the airplane” (89).

2 “The term post-traumatic stress disorder was first coined and published in 1980 by doctors hop-

ing to legitimise pain and suffering reported by Vietnam veterans” (mcDonald 5). “The essential 
feature of posttraumatic stress disorder (pTSD) is the development of characteristic symptoms 
following exposure to one or more traumatic events. ... The clinical presentation of pTSD varies. 
In some individuals, fear-based re-experiencing, emotional, and behavioural symptoms may pre-

dominate. In others, anhedonic or dysphoric mood states and negative cognitions may be most 
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syndromes are especially interesting because they demand attention to both dura-

ble personality structures and major life events that may traumatise the individual” 
(Horowitz 33). As I will highlight, Septimus’s present experiences (related to events 
taking place in the novel’s present) and past recollections (memories he recalls within 
the narrative) paint numerous plausibilities to study the ramifications of undergoing 
trauma not only too severe to process individually, but also left completely untreated 
by the surrounding collective. I propose to isolate and outline three modern dis-
tortions of the eliadean model of the sacred and the profane in Septimus’s expe-

rience: the psychotic sacred time, the traumatic profane time, and the collective 
psychoanalytical (or simply, haunted) time. These are literary analytical proposi-
tions based on the refiguration of time, to borrow the expression from paul ricoeur, 
in the novel, and as such, pertain to the domain of the novel. However, if we relate 
the experience of these temporal propositions back to extratextual temporal experiences 
in a similar psychopathological context, we can continue to underline why reading 
(or re-reading) Septimus is of such pivotal importance in understanding our present.

Cosmos, ExpEriEnCE, and CosmiC FiCtivE ExpEriEnCE

modern societies, predominantly nineteenth- and twentieth-century Western soci-
ety, were heavily burdened by the fear of immanence and the loss of transcend-

ence (Ungvári 168). Immanence heavily pertains to the linear temporal experience, 
as the linear temporal experience includes the notion that our lives have a begin-

ning, a middle, and an end. Clarissa Dalloway’s character, weary of this imma-

nence and described as an atheist in the novel (90), fears precisely this linear end: 
her being less present each day, her gravitating towards cessation. Archaic societies 
kept erasing history precisely to avoid this looming sensation of the irreversibility 
of events (eliade 74–75). However, through erasing history, these societies con-

stantly kept erasing the idea of individual and personal timelines as well. The linear 
temporal paradigm, which records history, was fundamental to the birth of the indi-
vidual: “even in the simplest human societies, ‘historical’ memory, that is, the recol-
lection of events that derive from no archetype, the recollection of personal events 
(‘sins’ in the majority of cases), is intolerable” (eliade 75). However, if we juxtapose 

distressing. In some other individuals, arousal and reactive-externalising symptoms are promi-
nent, while in others, dissociative symptoms predominate. finally, some individuals exhibit com-

binations of these symptom patterns” (DSM-5 274).
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the eliadean idea with the Bergsonian argument that linear time is a uniform, spa-

tialised construct, which cannot properly account for the experience of time in con-

sciousness (Bergson 89–91), we face a fundamental temporal paradox: the same 
linear temporal paradigm which is necessary to sustain the individual seems 
to simultaneously corrode it. There would be no individual accounts of time-con-

sciousness without linear time, yet linear time does corrode and corrupt the pure, 
individual experience of time. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the all-per-
vasive reliance on a predominantly linear physical time (more precisely, industrial 
clock-time, a particularly harsh example of what Bergson’s temps entails) escalated 
the feeling of immanence.3 To this society, already weary and fearful of the idea 
of individual and collective cessation, the great War was a sledge-hammer blow. 
Septimus Warren Smith’s character presents us with a pivotal opportunity to con-

template the consequences of experiencing such a grand-scale tragic event.
Henri Bergson, one of the most extensively quoted philosophers in connection 

with Virginia Woolf’s oeuvre, consciously takes into account the psychological and 
scientific advancements of his era,4 along with almost all the divisions of philo-

sophical thought (Dolson 48). However, our scientific and psychological knowledge 
on time and memory has changed a lot since Bergson, in effect, partly owing to him. 
my article, as the title also suggests, cannot wholly align itself with the Bergsonian 
system since my approach includes spatialising a temporal dimension which, at least 
according to Bergson, does not have any spatial properties and cannot be defined 
with such measures (Bergson 102). Bergson famously contrasts temps (objective, meas-
urable time, which entails a cause-effect order) and durée (duration, in which there 
is none), and debates Albert einstein’s theory of relativity on account of it reduc-

ing time to a mere dimension. However, I do contend that contemporary contri-
butions to the topic of cosmic time and the time of the universe, stemming from 
the einsteinian thought, do have their place in literary theory and the analysis 
of Woolf’s oeuvre. This approach, as I aim to demonstrate, can actually complement 
the Bergsonian thought as opposed to challenging it.

3 mark Hussey, in accordance with paul ricoeur and the majority of Woolf analysts, notes that 
clock time “threatens an individual’s sense of continuity, because it takes no account of the lived 
experience of time” (122).

4 Bergson was acutely aware that new theories of time are originating not from philosophers but 
mainly from mathematicians to meet the needs of physics (Bigelow 156), even if he also argued 
that “any ‘geometrical’ or mathematical or logical-conceptual analysis of time is a falsification 
of time” (Hoy 22), which ultimately underlines his whole theory of durée.
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The canonised theory concerning the time of the universe is Stephen 
Hawking’s linear model, nicknamed the Big Bang theory. This theory suggests 
that there is a potential linear temporal narrative superimposed on our lives, which 
incorporates the idea of an end, not only for us as individuals, but for planets, gal-
axies, and even the universe as a whole. This theory suggests that the Universe had 
a beginning (Big Bang), has a certain life span, and will have an end (Big Crunch), 
and as such, suggests that there is an innate linearity embedded within the fab-

ric of the universe. I argue that this temporal directionality vitally influences our 
subjective experience of time and the world, even if at the end of the day, it may 
not be as unappealable as even Hawking himself once suspected it to be. We need 
to be aware that later in his life, Hawking began suspecting that there is possibly 
another cosmological narrative: the universe has finite boundaries, but no begin-

ning and no end, just like a globe, or a perpetuum mobile. This idea, also known 
as the Hartle-Hawking “no boundary” proposal, introduces the concept of the so-
called imaginary time:

In real time, the universe has a beginning and an end at singulari-
ties that form a boundary to space-time and at which the laws of sci-
ence break down. But in imaginary time, there are no singularities 
or boundaries. So maybe what we call imaginary time is really more 
basic, and what we call real is just an idea that we invent to keep 
us describe what we think the universe is like. (Hawking 158–159)

Hawking’s opposing theories suggest that unanimous agreements regarding the true 
nature of time are, at this point, lacking even in science. This fundamentally para-

doxical quality of time allows eliade’s and Bergson’s seemingly contradictory ideas 
about linear time and the individual to be considered both valid, and it is a para-

dox that persists in Septimus’s fictive experience. Septimus is stuck with the expe-

rience of being completely denied what makes him an individual in time (his 
war memories, his war trauma, or even his love for evans). However, this denial 
is the product of a society which exists through consciously tracking history, his-
torical remembrance, and individual remembrance. By escaping to cyclical time, 
albeit mainly through paranoid re-iterations and symbolic visions, Septimus can 
keep remembering himself, yet cyclical time fundamentally remains the domain 
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which constantly erases what makes an individual — a hellscape with no chance 
of resolution and no end.

The notion of an end can be terrifying, but at least the linear narrative of the uni-
verse is still based on a cause–effect order, as referenced by Stephen Hawking and 
contemporary memory studies (Hawking 164), which fundamentally defines every 
single act in the universe,5 along with how we are able to perceive, conceive of, and 
experience life as human beings. even if the existence of an underlying cause–effect 
order does not entail any sort of elusive meaning, there is still a somewhat reassur-
ing sense of logic in it (something happens because of something else). However, when 
it comes to a global act of destruction, such as the great War, we can only intel-
lectually trace a cause–effect order between events, or find a certain crude logic 
behind the acts committed. There is hardly anything that feels logical in the expe-

rience of mass murder and mass destruction. It is a rupture in both individual and 
collective experience and remembrance.

thE “saCrEd” and thE “proFanE” vErsus “momEnts oF BEing”

In eliade’s reading, the linear temporal paradigm became increasingly dominant 
in the composition of “modern” societies,6 which abandoned the previously reigning 

“primitive” cyclical temporal paradigm. The primitive cyclical time was divided 
between moments taking place in either the sacred or the profane time (35). Sacred 
time denotes the liminal terrain of meaningful, transcendental experience, while 
profane time is the void of meaningless, forgettable acts. As already mentioned, 
eliade’s argument underlines that the primitive cyclical temporal scheme did not 
allow for a sense of individuality to be conceived in archaic thought since these 
societies were not recording history. eliade notes that, for societies “for whom time 
is recorded only biologically,” time recorded as history reveals “its corrosive action 
being able to exert itself upon consciousness by revealing the irreversibility of events” 

5 Hawking argues that (linear) time has an “arrow,” emphasising its direction, moving as it does from 
the past to the future, from birth to death. To explain the possible reason as to why time’s arrow 
points in the direction it does, he names three factors or three supposed types of arrow: the psy-

chological arrow (the direction in which we actually perceive it to pass: we remember the past 
and anticipate the future, but not the other way round), the thermodynamic arrow (the direction 
in which entropy or disorder increases), and the cosmological arrow (the direction of time in which 
the universe is expanding and not contracting) (Hawking 164).

6 In eliade’s terminology, modern refers to anything existing during or after the conception of the Bible.
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(74–75). for suffering to remain tolerable, archaic societies constantly gave it a mag-

ico-religious meaning: “suffering proceeds from the magical action of an enemy, 
from breaking a taboo, from entering a baneful zone, from the anger of a god, 
or when all other hypotheses have proven insufficient from the will or the wrath 
of the Supreme Being. The primitive — and not the primitive alone, as we shall see 
in a moment — cannot conceive of an unprovoked suffering” (97). Septimus’s trag-

edy consists of the idea that in a linearly temporal modern society, burdened 
by immanence, suffering becomes devoid of meaning: “And in our day, when his-
torical pressure no longer allows any escape, how can man tolerate the catastro-

phes and horrors of history — from collective deportations and massacres to atomic 
bombings — if beyond them he can glimpse no sign, no transhistorical meaning; 
if they are only the blind play of economic, social, or political forces?” (eliade 151).

Death was not generally considered to be an act of suffering in primitive cyclical 
time, since in cyclical time, everything keeps renewing itself and returning, even life. 
In cyclicality, life has no real end, and the “death of the individual and the death 
of humanity are alike necessary for their regeneration” (eliade 88). However, a lin-

ear temporal understanding entails a definite end point to life, both individual and 
cosmological. In the novel, both Clarissa Dalloway and Septimus Warren Smith 
utilise fictive “moments of being” to combat the part of this end paradigm which 
troubles them: for Septimus, it is the almost cosmic, apocalyptic end envisioned 
through war trauma; for Clarissa, it is the individual end — aging, fading from exist-
ence and from being present.

I keep using the expression “moments of being” to refer back to the term coined 
by Virginia Woolf. In “A Sketch of the past,” Woolf notes that moments of being 
in her own lived experience are akin to a sense of “shock” (Moments of Being 72) 
or a “sledge-hammer force of ... blow” (72). She recalls that as a child, she feared 
that moments of being would be “random manifestations of some malevolent force” 
(Schulkind 17) but later came to realise that a moment of being is “a token of some 
real thing behind appearances” (Woolf, Moments of Being 72). moments of being 
carve themselves out from a mass of forgettable moments, resulting in a mystical, 
individual memory. first comes the shock, then the moment gains meaning retro-

spectively. Woolf’s experience, even if the end result is similar (cf. eliade) unfolds 
partially by opposing the primitive sacred circularity. Sacred moments in primi-
tive societies consisted of rituals such as praying, hunting, eating, mating, or any 
sort of action through which the individual can project itself into a mythical time, 
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and unite with the universe and others around them (eliade 35). eliade claims that 
“[a]rchaic consciousness accords no importance to personal memories” at all (47). 
Sacred moments only served to dissolve one’s identity into the collective haze. They 
do not carve out individualism, rather, they carve out a hive mind where a sense 
of collective consciousness takes shape, as in a beehive or a formicary.

As opposed to the archaic idea, Woolf ’s moments of being serve to anchor 
the individual in the self-assurance of individual experience, albeit in connection 
with the vast and often mystical universe. I use the word “connection” since words 
such as “fusion” or “unity” would not suffice to clarify the experience in question, 
as Woolf contended that “transcendent unity is unattainable” (Chen and lai 230). 
Hence, she “focuses on consciousness in a search for individual transcendence” 
(230). In Woolf’s sacred time, it is not the selfless individuals who carve out a hive 
mind, but the self is the hive mind, composed of a myriad of fragments. In ruth 
porritt’s words, “the self is actually a plural phenomenon which uses multiple dis-
courses or ‘voices’ to constitute meaning” (qtd. in Chen and lai 231). moments 
of being reinforce a sense of self all the while acknowledging its mystical dissolu-

tion. It is a temporal experience imbued with contradiction. However, this contra-

diction is not alien to temporal understanding at all. In fact, Woolf’s simultaneous 
need to reinforce a sense of self in time all the while constantly losing it is inherently 
cyclico-linear, echoing an experience akin to Hawking’s cosmological uncertainty.

In Mrs Dalloway, Clarissa Dalloway deliberately wants to keep integrating her 
prominent past moments of being into her present, to keep feeling alive, to carry 
that exuberant feeling of livelihood over into a present where she has to deal with 
more and more anxieties over feeling less present. Clarissa needs to keep feeding 
on the past to create a certain emotional coherence in her life, to be able to claim 
a coherent knowledge of herself. In a way, Septimus, whom we can also view as a dark 
doppelganger to Clarissa Dalloway,7 tries to achieve similar goals by letting his vile 
past protrude from the under the fabric of his present. Driven by the unverbalisa-

ble urge of the trauma survivor, he is trying to regain a continuous self-narrative 
by attempting to integrate the traumatic past into the present. In lived experience, his 
process is mirrored when trauma survivors are trying to re-integrate episodic memo-

ries (in Bertrand russell’s words, “[t]his happened,” qtd. in Bermúdez 188) into auto-

biographical memories (“This happened to me in my past”). Bermúdez argues that 

7 Cf. “A more clinical way of putting it is this: she recognises that he is the id to her ego. In that 
sense I take him as her double and see them ‘merge’ at the end” (page 123).
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an “autobiographical time frame is a linearly ordered sequence of events in the life 
of a person. This is in contrast to the cyclical perspective on time” (188). I believe 
it can be deduced from his argument that, in lived experience, autobiographical 
memories of any given event strengthen the individual’s ability to partake in and 
conform to linear time, whilst abstaining from or being denied these memories, 
as it is illustrated equally by the fictive case of Septimus, potentially weakens these ties.

CyCliCal timE as thE liminal spaCE oF suFFEring

Septimus is denied his memories, and through his memories, his experiences as well, 
by almost every single character he comes to interact with in the novel. As often 
mirrored in our lived reality, expressing his specific trauma (“government-inflicted 
violence” and war) is taboo, “secret, forbidden, or unacceptable” (mcfarlane and 
van der Kolk 25). In the novel, this denial is directly mirrored in, for instance, 
the attitude of the medical professionals treating Septimus: Dr. Bradshaw argues 
that Septimus is not mad, he just lost his sense of proportion (Woolf, Collected Novels 
104) and “must be taught to rest” (141). Holmes proclaims with his “forty years’ 
experience behind him” that as opposed to lying in bed depressed, Septimus should 
just go outside and start to “do something” (100). Yet, it is not just the doctors who 
are in denial: the people in london live their fictive lives busy with adoring air-
planes spelling out letters, pondering mysterious authority figures in cars, or buy-

ing flowers, almost as if the war had never happened.8 But Woolf’s fictional universe 
is not a Uchronia — the great War did happen just as it did in our reality. Hence, 
the efforts of Bradshaw, Holmes, and every other character in Septimus’s plotline, 
including on a broader level, the whole fictional society, simply push war trauma 
into what eliade denotes as “profane time” in the cyclical temporal scheme.

I contend that this temporal domain is profane precisely in the original eliadean, 
primitive cyclical sense. Through a collective denial that completely dissolves indi-
vidual narratives, war becomes an act completely forgettable, hence meaningless 
and not worth being noted. It is history, which needs to be deleted, erased because 
it only reveals, to quote eliade once again, time’s “corrosive action being able to exert 
itself upon consciousness by revealing the irreversibility of events” (74–75). This 

8 There are resonances between society and the memory of war pronounced both in case of the car 
and the airplane; yet, these are so feeble when contrasted with Septimus’s reaction that, if any-

thing, they just underline the collective denial.
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urge is even more potent since society becomes a mere spectator of this monstrous 
history unfolding in front of it (levenback 75) and remains unwilling to submerge 
in the experience of those who were part of the destructive event. War is no longer 
a cosmic act for this society, which is in stark contrast with the individual war survi-
vor, Septimus Warren Smith’s experience. Septimus’s experience, as I argue, treats 
war as an original primitive sacred act, although not by the virtue of exalted archaic 
stance, but due to the burden imposed by trauma.9 While the predominantly linearly 
temporal society, shocked by what its own linearity entails (apocalyptic measures 
of cessation)10 paradoxically sinks back to archaic cyclicality for reassurance, this 
ignorant self-healing drive also pushes Septimus further into cyclical time. Albeit 
for him, this domain can only reveal hell, as it constitutes a collective denial of his 
individual remembrance. Denying remembrance equals to denying the formation 
(or in his case, reconstruction) of a coherent sense of self in time.

Through Bradshaw and Holmes’s actions and words, the novel illustrates 
how denying Septimus the source of his suffering (ironically, by the very profes-
sionals tasked with helping him heal) escalates his confusion and feelings of iso-

lation.11 In the context of the novel, Karen Demeester outlines that the societal 
paradigm which destroys Septimus is “a culturally prescribed process of post-war 
reintegration that silences and marginalises war veterans” (649). Kristin Czarnecki 
emphasises that Western societies are particularly prone to isolating unfit mem-

bers, to pretend that they do not exist by incarcerating and setting these individu-

als apart (53). This idea is directly mirrored in Woolf’s narrative: Septimus is not 
understood and no attempts are made to understand him; hence, he becomes iso-

lated. As a result, both him and his partner rezia feel a damning sense of loneliness.
Quoting Todd, Czarnecki argues that combat trauma is “inscribed on [the] mind, 

emotions, and the body” (55). In Woolf’s fictional universe, the trauma, inscribed 
on the mind and emotions of Septimus, keeps resurfacing over and over again. 
On the one hand, it is reiterated through bizarre, incoherent-seeming musings 
and exclamations, often repeated over and over (e.g. about “the truth” which only 

9 graham and lewis emphasise that Septimus “makes plans to found a new religion” (91) which 
underlines my comparison: as opposed to Clarissa, who looks for individual transcendence, 
Septimus turns his suffering into a sacral quest, a basis of an exchange between man and god. 
from Clarissa’s world, god, as pertaining to religion, is missing.

10 Antoine Compagnon defines two possible outcomes of the linear model: utopia or apocalypse (5).
11 rezia recalls that Bradsaw even physically attempts to isolate Septimus from her: “Bradshaw said 

they must be separated” (Collected Novels 141).
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Septimus is aware of [82, 98–99, 136], being consumed by flames [43, 90, 136], 
the brutality of human nature [105, 101, 136], or the existence of universal love 
[82, 142]). The recurrence of these ideas can be understood in the context of his 
trauma. However, the mode of expression spikes fear in the heart of rezia, who 
feels that her husband is slipping into madness. Indeed, an understandable fear: 
as Demeester quotes John Johnson, “a language wrenched free of its social func-

tions and hence no longer obsequiously obedient to ‘discourse’ turns out to be inti-
mately close to madness” (652). Septimus’s ideas sound increasingly more senseless 
as his intent to express his trauma continues to be met with external resistance 
in the novel. Yet, in the context of my analysis, it can be argued that what the soci-
ety of the novel considers insane is simply a mode of expression devoid of its canon-

ised functions in causal social discourse, pertinent to societies with a predominantly 
linear temporal experience.12

One of the most important aspects of primitive cyclical time is the act of repeti-
tion. An act becomes a part of sacred time through repeating its mythical original 
(eliade 5, 22). The act of repetition reinforces the temporal experience of cyclicality. 
Cyclicality constantly renews and erases time and through this process, individual-
ity is also constantly erased. The fictional society of Mrs Dalloway, whilst suppressing 
the efforts to integrate war trauma into individual and collective remembrance, ban-

ishes Septimus into a vicious temporal circle, as he needs to keep reliving his trauma 
without any hope of resolution or even acknowledgement in the view.13 Septimus 

is denied any chance to re-construct his coherent self-narrative as he is stuck in a loop 
and that profoundly affects his ability to communicate as well. Societal repudia-

tion escalates the need for verbal and mental repetition, without order or causality.

12 levenback argues that “Septimus understands that language merely objectifies relation” (77), 
which can underline the idea of “cyclical communication,” since the objectification of relation 
is not alien to linear temporal understanding as a whole (e.g. through clocktime).

13 real-life war veterans likewise need to act upon their urge to remember, however unpleasant their 
memories are, because they are trying to re-construct a coherent, linear narrative of their lives 
and integrate the trauma into lived experience, just as Septimus does in his fictive experience. 
The trauma itself is so shocking in both cases that it completely distorts the individual’s coher-

ent, linear self-narrative (Horowitz 24). We can look at the traumatic distortion Horowitz talks 
about as a sort of temporal wedge in the fabric of the individual’s own personal timeline. It makes 
it impossible for both the fictional character Septimus and real-life soldiers with pTSD to move 
on with life as ordinary humans move from day to day, reassured in the dynamism of time and 
the constant fluctuation between past, present, and future.
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This manic repetition is the only form of expression available to a mind ban-

ished into circularity, which yields nothing more than futile repetition without res-
olution. Septimus, in a dark and twisted way, acts just as eliade’s primitive men 
did: via the act of repetition, he keeps reinstating the original, sacred event that 
stands above and beyond linear time. The novel’s modern, primarily linear society 
paradoxically contributes to this “de-linearisation” by attempting to erase history, 
as their efforts turn shell-shock and war trauma into a cyclical enigma, which can-

not be resolved and healed because its existence is simply not acknowledged.14 Yet, 
Septimus is so deeply driven by the dire need not to forget the real horrors that 
he goes further than just repeating the original “sacred” act. Septimus also calls 
forth an apparition belonging to sacred time: the ghost of his dead comrade, evans. 
evans is the mythical reassurance, provoked by Septimus’s disintegrating mind (sink-

ing into post-traumatic psychosis through societal denial on repeat) that his experi-
ences and his trauma are real, that the horrors did happen.15 The above-mentioned 
repetitive proclamations and revelations of Septimus, along with evans’s spectre, 
originate from what can be called “psychotic sacred time.” psychotic sacred time 

14 graham and lewis reflect on how this essentially turns the very dire reality of death at war 
into a sort of mystical event too: “The deaths of soldiers in the war were real deaths, on behalf 
of the nation. The problem that Woolf singles out — a practice the novel teaches us throughout 
to view sceptically, from the early scene where the Bond Street crowds wax sentimental over 
thoughts of ‘the dead; of the flag; of empire’ — is turning these real deaths into a myth” (106). 
As levenback remarks, Septimus is only a hero as long as he is at war: once he returns, society 
turns away from him, because “the only real heroes were the dead” (75).

15 This allows us to observe the fictive “pre-refiguration” of another psychiatric condition which 
was unaccounted for at the time of the novel’s conception, now known as persistent Complex 
Bereavement Disorder (DSM-5 790). This disorder is usually comorbid with pTSD. “persistent 
complex bereavement disorder is diagnosed only if at least 12 months (6 months in children) have 
elapsed since the death of someone with whom the bereaved had a close relationship (Criterion A). 
This time frame discriminates normal grief from persistent grief. The condition typically involves 
a persistent yearning/longing for the deceased (Criterion B1), which may be associated with intense 
sorrow and frequent crying (Criterion B2) or preoccupation with the deceased (Criterion B3). 
The individual may also be preoccupied with the manner in which the person died (Criterion B4)” 
(DSM-5 790). pCBD can also cause social disruptions for the individual such as “[a] desire to die 
in order to be with the deceased. Difficulty trusting other individuals since the death. feeling alone 
or detached from other individuals since the death. feeling that life is meaningless or empty with-

out the deceased, or the belief that one cannot function without the deceased. Confusion about 
one’s role in life, or a diminished sense of one’s identity (e.g. feeling that a part of oneself died with 
the deceased). Difficulty or reluctance to pursue interests since the loss or to plan for the future 
(e.g. friendships, activities)” (DSM-5 790).
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is the liminal space where the dark “meaning” unfolds after a moment of shock. 
In the case of Septimus, this terrain becomes a self-consuming tragic reminder 
of trauma, haunting itself in endless repetition of erasure and regeneration.

The moment that I call “traumatic profane” can be almost directly correlated 
with what psychology calls a post-traumatic stress trigger in lived experience:16 how-

ever, my objective is to observe how traumatic profane moments manifest in the par-
ticular context of Septimus’s narrative and what the fictional refiguration of a pTSD 
trigger signifies in this context. The first time we switch to Septimus’s point of view 
is right after Clarissa and everyone in that particular spot and moment in london 
are startled by a backfiring car because for the first instance, it sounds as if someone 
had fired a gun. I call this a traumatic profane moment for Septimus. It is an eve-

ryday, otherwise forgettable instance, which loses its profanity for the traumatised 
mind. The refigured moment here carries the same significance as its counterpart 
in lived experience. As giotakos describes it, “a situation that is perceived as ‘dan-

gerous,’ such as a person that resembles an offender or a startling sound in the mid-

dle of the night, activates the hypersensitive amygdala to initiate an alarm reaction 
and a normal stress response accompanied by a feeling of fear” (163). It immedi-
ately shifts Septimus out of the linear flow of time and opens the gateway for par-
taking in psychotic sacred time.

Yet, no matter how similar the meaning of the moment is to its double in lived 
experience, it is the generative virtue of fiction which allows us to define this 
moment as “traumatic profane.” The trauma and the profanity can unfold side 
by side as Woolf’s narrative describes not only Septimus’s experience, but a variety 
of visceral reactions focalised through different observers of the event side by side. 
This approach conveys a sense of simultaneity, an experience both individual and 
collective. It subtly contrasts the difference in the perception of the war survi-
vor Septimus, and everyone else in the novel, only indirectly affected by the war. 
Woolf ’s treatment allows for a smooth transition between the sound of the car, 
the collective startledness, and the collective and individual echoes of the moment 

16 “Intense psychological distress ... or physiological reactivity ... often occurs when the individ-

ual is exposed to triggering events that resemble or symbolise an aspect of the traumatic event 
(e.g. windy days after a hurricane; seeing someone who resembles one’s perpetrator). The trigger-
ing cue could be a physical sensation (e.g. dizziness for survivors of head trauma; rapid heartbeat 
for a previously traumatised child), particularly for individuals with highly somatic presen-

tations” (DSM-5 275).
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in the thoughts and actions of Clarissa, the passers-by, and Septimus. for the lat-
ter, fear provokes a sacred epiphany.

Septimus shifts into the psychotic sacred time right after experiencing the trau-

matic profane moment. In his epiphany, witnessing the accumulating traffic and 
everyone suddenly being busy with the car and the mysterious authority figure in it, 
orders the universe to perform a sort of danse macabre towards the centre of hell:

Traffic accumulated. And there the motor car stood, with drawn 
blinds, and upon them a curious pattern like a tree, Septimus thought, 
and this gradual drawing together of everything to one centre before 
his eyes, as if some horror had come almost to the surface and was 
about to burst into flames, terrified him. The world wavered and 
quivered and threatened to burst into flames. (43)

This psychotic sacred moment can be interpreted as a doomsday epiphany, a vision 
of apocalypse. except it is not simply a vision of the future: it is equally a haunting 
reminder of the past, a backwards-looking epiphany, which is projected on the pre-

sent reality as a possible future scenario. It is a moment which is inherently devoid 
of linear causality, it is both simultaneous and repetitive, hence, cyclical. This 
doomsday epiphany of Septimus’s is the negative counterpart of Clarissa’s joyous 
union with a cyclical scheme which overrules the profanity of linearity:

Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, 
did it matter that she must inevitably cease completely; all this must 
go on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become consoling 
to believe that death ended absolutely? but that somehow in the streets 
of london, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived, 
peter survived, lived in each other, she being part, she was positive, 
of the trees at home; of the house there, ugly, rambling all to bits 
and pieces as it was; part of people she had never met; being laid out 
like a mist between the people she knew best, who lifted her on their 
branches as she had seen the trees lift the mist, but it spread ever 
so far, her life, herself. (39)
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regardless of the anxieties which plague Clarissa, I argue that the act of her partak-

ing in cyclical time is ultimately a positive experience. It is the consequence of both 
the joy of life, and the fear and anxieties of living. Clarissa, aware of the threat 
of the individual’s end, combats her fears by ultimately contemplating the possi-
bility of connecting with a larger metaphysical reality after but also prior to death. 
mark Hussey notes that the whole day the novel covers “is circumscribed by an aura 
of mystery that promises a revelation that will console Clarissa (in particular) in her 
perception of the ‘emptiness of the heart of life.’ The ‘inner meaning’ only almost 

expressed, but it is enough to sustain Clarissa’s faith in life and renew her efforts 
to find a solid purpose of it” (Hussey 100).

Clarissa’s narrative allows us to gain insight into the spatio-temporal unison that 
can be sustained along the fringes of existential threat between the individual and 
society, life and death, being and non-being. Septimus’s narrative emphasises alien-

ation, the rifts between the war survivor and the society surrounding him. However, 
there are moments when this society experiences residuals of Septimus’s trauma 
on a profound, emotional level: I call these moments “the collective psychoanalyti-
cal” or “the haunted.” As previously argued, the society of the novel turns the expe-

rience of war into a cyclical enigma, an inexpressible secret. This, in my reading, 
also means that in this fictional universe, any and every recognition of war horrors 
can only happen in collective, preconscious, individually inexpressible moments. 
Here, fiction’s virtue lies in being able to describe these moments, while retaining 
the idea that the moment is not individually verbalisable:

The car had gone, but it had left a slight ripple which flowed through 
glove shops and hat shops and tailors’ shops on both sides of Bond 
Street. for ... something had happened. Something so trifling in single 
instances that no mathematical instrument, though capable of trans-
mitting shocks in China, could register the vibration; yet in its full-
ness rather formidable and in its common appeal emotional; for in all 
the hat shops and tailors’ shops strangers looked at each other and 
thought of the dead; of the flag; of empire. In a public house in a back 
street a Colonial insulted the House of Windsor which led to words, 
broken beer glasses, and a general shindy, which echoed strangely 
across the way in the ears of girls buying white underlinen threaded 



CYClICAl TIme AS THe lImINAl SpACe Of SUfferINg AND DeNIAl

189

with pure white ribbon for their weddings. for the surface agitation 
of the passing car as it sunk grazed something very profound. (45–46)

“The haunted” are unverbalisable, collective “moments of being” in fictive experi-
ence, bursts of fear, angst or grief from that void, that black hole, into which soci-
ety banished its own war trauma. These moments resonate and gain individual 
meaning and expression retrospectively through the individual characters experi-
encing them. However, the original moment of the experience is a collective, quasi-
sacred ritual, which is, in itself, not interpretable. Hence, moments of “the haunted” 
in the novel are expressed through an omniscient narrator as opposed to focalised 
characters. The resonance of the haunted moment and the meaning it acquires 
through individual characters can be focalised, but not the original moment itself.

thE rEturn oF thE arChaiC “saCrEd”

Woolf ’s novel occasionally describes “sacred” moments which can feel akin 
to eliade’s original idea of primitive sacred time. Such is the moment of the airplane 
appearing above the sky. When the plane starts spelling out the letters, through 
multiple focal characters, we can grasp a sense of confusion provoked by the inde-

cipherability of the moment through the actual indecipherability of the letters. 
Different characters read different things into the puffs of smoke dissolving 
in the sky. The indecipherability signals that this, again, is a shared, collective 
moment which is non-verbalisable for individual characters. The moment is outside 
of the linear universe and ordinary means (such as causal verbalisation) which can 
describe ordinary linear reality. However, I do not consider this moment as haunted. 
It could, in theory, be argued that the appearance of the airplane reminds peo-

ple of the war trauma in a similar way as the backfiring car does, but the novel 
does not spend too much time underlining this. It can also be argued that — for 
at least Septimus, who directly experienced the war — this moment is necessarily 
traumatic, even if on the surface, the joy of connecting with others overshadows 
the moment’s innate reminder of the horrors of war. This could explain why, during 
the experience, he technically begins drifting into what can be called a “psychotic 
state” even if he initially articulates a sense of joy. However, I contend that in this 
precise instance in the novel, the moment is first described as a shared experience 
of awe and mystery, almost transcendental. Hence, it can be defined as reminiscent 
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of original sacred moments. Septimus rejoices in the experience with the crowd. 
Yet this much needed connection remains stuck in an intuitive, preverbal state: 
Septimus’s joy of unity immediately takes manic undertones, reminding us that 
he is not free from the clutches of the dark cyclicality. for him, cyclical time offers 
no real mystical unison with others, no healing and no resolution. His joy over par-
taking in such a magnificent moment is accompanied by delusion and ideas of a sort 
of paranoid faux-causality in a dire attempt to generate logic and meaning while 
being stuck with the experience of senselessness.

ConClusion

Septimus, like any war survivor, keeps shifting between the dire need to find mean-

ing and the harrowing experience of there being none. His fictive experience out-
lines how experiencing war trauma can erase the convictions of linear logic, cause 
and effect, action and consequence from the mind, no matter how deeply these 
convictions may be engraved in us.17 “In the post-war world, Septimus has learned 
that there is no relation and no direct communication” (levenback 78). The lin-

ear patterns are further corroded by the novel’s society, which turns cyclical time 
into a no man’s land to dump all memories and reminders of the great War into. 
Septimus’s fictive temporal experience echoes in a liminal space which is like 
a dark twin zone of the archaic, mystical cyclical thought. This liminal zone con-

sists of modern variants of the eliadean concept of primitive cyclical time: the psy-

chotic sacred, the traumatic profane, and collective haunted moments.
Clarissa’s journey demonstrates that, albeit it is terrifying, it is possible to con-

solidate modern linear time with archaic circularity as her arc peaks at the party 
she had been planning all along.18 Septimus channels the rifts, the irreconcila-

bility, the tragedy of the isolation and invisibility of the archaic cyclical tenets 
in a modern, linear society. This society, plagued by immanence, strips cyclical 
time from its mythical transcendence and grants it a different, dark transcendence 

17 By now, humanity (or at least a part of it) is aware of the idea that time is multi-faceted and warped. 
Woolf’s society only began to understand it. Yet, I contend that, on the grand scale of everyday 
life, our convictions of time are still predominantly linear.

18 A celebration is a sacred act even in the original eliadean sense but it equally qualifies as such 
in Woolf’s modern circular linearity: “To find her ‘self ’ in such a universal soul, Clarissa would 
try to remove the boundaries by bringing people together. Her party allows people to temporar-
ily forget about their disjointed selves” (Chen and lai 242).
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through the controversial treatment of suffering. If evans is the ghost haunting 
Septimus then Septimus is the ghost which haunts a society in denial. Septimus 
is stuck between what he knows (the extent of his suffering) and what he is being 
told (the denial of it): “Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate, 
people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded 
them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded; one was alone. There was an embrace 
in death” (Woolf, Collected Novels 169). The only solace offered to Septimus is that 
in his death, he consolidates the maddening paradox: he both fulfils society’s unspo-

ken wish to disappear and his own need to put an end to his suffering. This is the only 
actual profound re-alignment he can make with the linear temporal paradigm, 
as Hussey notes that “however much the moment is expanded, the past recreated, 
or a sense of being outside time achieved, the actual fact of death circumscribes all 
effort” (125). At least for the linearly aligned fictional society, Septimus is gone. life, 
Clarissa’s party goes on. Septimus’s tragic fate only keeps echoing in the liminal 
space, like some cyclical pre-utterance, which never turns into an actual act of com-

munication between the two characters, let alone Septimus and the novel’s society.19

Using an interdisciplinary lens to observe the mechanisms and effects of these so-
called dark cyclical moments allows us to discuss more than simply a fictional char-
acter’s experience. Through defining the fictional liminal space of the dark cyclical 
time, observing both the individual and collective experiences and attitudes which 
sustain it in the novel, we can perhaps one day learn to avoid sustaining its coun-

terpart in our lived, shared experience. Our understanding of Septimus’s tragedy 
can help avoid the all-consuming ostracism of real-life war survivors into the dark 
cyclical time. The novel shows us that we need to listen, no matter how terrifying 
the reckoning with their experience is, and continuing to do so is more timely than 
ever. further than provoking the ethical dimension, interdisciplinarity can also high-

light how and why Mrs Dalloway can and should be the continuous subject of research, 
as our understanding and knowledge on the topics it tackles keeps evolving not only 
in the literary, but also in the philosophical and scientific contexts. The true vir-
tue of Woolf’s narrative is that just a year short of its 100th anniversary, it contin-

ues to enter into exchange with us. It sustains a boundlessly flourishing dialogue 
between its poetic refiguration of experience and our own lived experience of time, 
memory, and trauma. Be it through the analytic lens of Henri Bergson or mircea 

19 Cf. “This communication argues for an abstract ‘reality’ in which the soul can find rest and con-

tinue to exist, but not in the mode of actual life, and not within the scope of language” (Hussey 125).
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eliade, perhaps Mrs Dalloway will never exhaust the possibilities of discussion and 
interpretation — like a luminous halo, forever circulating in time.
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