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Abstract. Olga Tokarczuk’s novels take place in the mazes of time. This paper 
explores what disjunctions and connections her novels such as Primeval 
and Other Times (2010 [1996]) or House of Day, House of Night (2003 [1998]) 
reveal and how we can navigate between the events of a time, the resonances 
between times, and the attempts to encounter different times. To what extent 
do the practices of reading and writing the Tokarczuk novels correspond 
to art theoretical thinking based on the historical regimes of aesthetics and 
the notion of historicity, and where do they raise questions that prompt 
a rethinking of these paradigms? The practice-oriented physics and eco-
rhythmology proposed by me should also be put to a similar test in order to 
see what support they provide for research into the practical orientation of 
Tokarczuk’s novels in times and where the art of writing under examination 
prompts new/further hypotheses.

Keywords: multiple temporalities, unreflective learning, rhythm, sympathy, 
Tokarczuk.

The Time and Ghosts of an Unreflective Learning

The past, present, and future mazes of time force us all to find our way. Obviously, 
not everything depends on us, but what happens to us is always connected to 
how we practically orient ourselves in and between events. From my previous 
research in practice-oriented physics and eco-rhythmology (Berszán 2018), I have 
found that artistic practices, including literary writing and reading, are highly 
demanding attempts to orient oneself in time. In this paper, I will show this 
in two novels by Olga Tokarczuk that can be correlated with historical periods. 
One trace of Primeval and Other Times (2010 [1996]) connects the period of the 
First World War with the Second and then with the new socialist regime, while 
the events in House of Day, House of Night (2003 [1998]) belong to the post-
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communist period. But such classifications are impermissibly simplistic; these 
novels do not describe historical periods but experimentally explore how we can 
encounter other times in order to meet someone or something in them.1

In the writing art of Olga Tokarczuk, time is always the time of something 
or someone: the time of Genowefa, who is left without her husband during the 
war, the time of squire Popielski, the time of Misia’s angel, the time of the dog 
called Dolly, the time of the mushroom spawn, the time of Dipper the drowned 
man, the time of Misia’s grinder, the time of the Game, the time of God... Time 
is everything that happens to something or someone. It is not enough to identify 
periods and places because the combination of these does not capture everything 
that happens then and there.2 Both then and there are very diverse: exactly as 
diverse as what happens then and there to someone or something. Thus, the 
only recommendable way of periodization must involve the recognition and 
acceptance of alternatives as in this attempt: Primeval and Other Times. Such 
a circumspection obviously not only refers to other ages but also takes account 
of other times there and then which we cannot fully account for because there 
may be times for which we have no word: e.g. the dog’s pictorial “thinking,” the 
dream of trees or the turning from the “time of apple trees” to the “time of pear 
trees,” the corporeal visions of Cornspike’s parturient body, the two different 
factures of air, or the colours of different ages in Marta’s memory.

As the stories testify – not only by their plot but by their writing art as well –, 
the time of someone or something can also happen to an unreflective follower: 
to the dreamer, the village neighbour living in a constant now or a time-seer 
quack, as well as to the curious narrator or her literary reader. And everything 
or everybody whose time we encounter in this way becomes alive, even if in 
reality they are not or no longer alive: the house, the stream, the coffee grinder, 
the suffering monster of a local legend, a monk from hundreds of years earlier, or 
the saint whose life he is writing. How is this possible? Olga Tokarczuk’s novels 
are a practical exploration of this question, and readers are involved in their 
experiments.

The more we distance ourselves from the events of our existence in Western 
culture, the more superior we declare ourselves to be – not only phylogenetically 
but also culturally. Reflection is not only ranked among the highest psychic 
functions but is also honoured as a basic principle of our orientation in the 
world. Tokarczuk, who had previously replaced her psychological studies with 
literary experiments, sobered up from this hubris and became genuinely curious 
about the events of existence, more interesting to her than their explanations. 
She is seduced by the rhythms and melodies of the times rather than by certain 

1	 On Tokarczuk’s particular approach to time, see also Katarzyna Olga Beilin (2001).
2	 Critics of Tokarczuk often explain this as an artistic interest in the narrative of everyday life 

(Gosk 2007).
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concatenations of things that can be appropriated by our purposes. What is at 
stake for her is to learn how to navigate in different temporalities. She readily 
admits that our personal and/or human existence is only a place in a huge 
universe “on the vast ladder of existences” (Tokarczuk 2010, 9). Consequently, 
it is absolutely worth wandering, at least around the neighbourhood, instead of 
getting bogged down in our own creatures and installations.3

“People think they live more intensely than animals, than plants, and especially 
than things. Animals sense that they live more intensely than plants and things. 
Plants dream that they live more intensely than things. But things last, and this 
lasting is more alive than anything else” (Tokarczuk 2010, 26). In this ironic 
taxonomy, our whole hierarchy built on phylogenesis is turned upside down like 
an hourglass: higher psychic functions are found to be increasingly distant from 
the events of our existence, which we tend to downgrade, despise, and forget. 
What kind of life is it that forgets the events of existence? It is not difficult to 
answer: a life trapped in the enclosures of culture and civilization, increasingly 
and violently adapted to the ever-newer demands of established systems and 
institutions proclaimed superior to individuals. Think about our academic way 
of life, for instance, or the idol of endless economic growth (Eastwood and Heron 
2024). Tokarczuk’s novels invite us to risk our constructed civilized positions 
and ways of life for the sake of existence. The author became very interested in 
the “primeval” dimensions of existence, in its basic rhythms as different times 
than our culturally dominant bezoars.

In House of Day, House of Night, the narrator reads aloud from a sixpenny 
edition the life of an old saint, Kummernis of Schönau, to a country neighbour, 
the elderly Marta. It is this non-professional listener who asks the crucial question 
that becomes the key to the whole novel: Who wrote the life of the saint, and how 
he knew it at all? Since we read: 1) the saint’s own notes about her extraordinary 
experiences, 2) the account of the monk Paschalis who wrote the life of Kummernis, 
and 3) the novel of which these are the characters, from our point of view Marta’s 
question is addressed to Kummernis, Paschalis, and Olga Tokarczuk at the same 
time. How do they know all this? And since the author describes many other 
characters and events in the novel, which also make the question legitimate, the 
whole House of Day, House of Night, and even the Primeval and Other Times 
become the field of Marta’s interest. Who wrote it down, and how did they know 
about what happened to Kummernis, to Paschalis, to Marek Marek, to the bird 
in Marek Marek, to the paralysed Genowefa as a witness of the war massacre, 
what happened in Cornspike’s bodily visions during childbirth, in the dreams 
of others, in the eight worlds of the cabalistic game, in the narrative experience 

3	 Timothy Morton regards the recognition and acknowledgement of the temporalities of other life 
forms as a necessary corollary of ecological existence: “it’s the case that from grasses to gorillas 
to gargantuan black holes, everything has its own time, its own temporality” (Morton 2018, 50).
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of exiting time, in the still ongoing struggle between Arkhemanes’s Khthonos, 
Chaos, and Cronos, in the time-travelling seer’s adventure or the future-seeing 
prophecies of Cornspike?

A reading discovery of all these does not come naturally because we tend to 
distance ourselves from such dubious access to another time or the other’s time. 
We are more inclined to hear sceptical criticism than curiosity in Marta’s question, 
although it is not at all likely that she intended it as criticism. The contemporary 
narrator also uses a stigmatizing sarcasm calling his neighbour Whatsisname, 
who is so incapable of reflection that he sees even himself only as a this-and-that 
there in the mirror, i.e. as an external phenomenon. Their first encounter also 
makes a distinctly repulsive impression on him: “he was standing on our terrace 
with his mouth open, pointing into his rotting maw, looking like a shaggy, ugly 
little gnome, the sort that spring up by the hundreds under the amanita caps each 
summer” (Tokarczuk 2003, 139–140). In this description, there is evidently a 
sense of horror of the inferior, the uncivilized, the “bad-faced” from the positions 
of our superiority, our civilization, our well-combed manner: “So I withdrew to 
the threshold and barred his entry. Panicking, I started wondering how to get 
to the phone without letting him out of my sight” (Tokarczuk 2003, 140). The 
chapter, which includes Whatsisname’s story of a fearsome lake creature, is titled 
The monster, but as we begin to empathize with the plight of the legendary lake 
monster, our perception concerning Whatsisname also takes an unexpected turn.

– Why is it that Whatsisname sees ghosts [Marek Marek, his neighbour who 
had hanged himself several days before, appears near the kitchen stove 
after his death] and I don’t? – I once asked Marta. She replied because he 
was empty inside. At the time I took this to mean that Whatsisname was 
stupid and simple-minded. I felt that a full person was more valuable than 
an empty one. (Tokarczuk 2003, 12)

But later the narrator realizes what Marta meant to say: even for himself, 
Whatsisname remains outside himself: “There is nothing in Whatsisname that 
looks from inside, so there is no reflection. That’s when you see ghosts” (Tokarczuk 
2003, 12). The narrator discovers that this ability rivals the “performance” of the 
dreamers, whom she describes as having images but not possessing themselves: 
“Meanwhile their minds see images, but they aren’t in control of themselves” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 88). Just as Kummernis’s levitation over the monastery is 
a journey without a self. This is what the inscription under the statue of the 
crucified holy woman indicates: “Ego dormio et cor meum vigilat”4 (Tokarczuk 
2003, 51). And the same is repeated in the narrator’s dream, the overture to House 
of Day, House of Night, from which the whole “plot” unfolds: “I dreamed I was 

4	 I slept, but my heart was awake. Song of Songs 5:2 (Revised Standard Version).
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pure sight, without a body or a name. I was suspended high above a valley at some 
undefined point from which I could see everything. […] I could see a valley with 
a house standing in the middle of it, but it wasn’t my house, or my valley, because 
nothing belonged to me. I didn’t even belong to myself” (Tokarczuk 2003, 1).

It seems that it is important, not only for the prioress advising Paschalis 
about writing the life of the saint but also for Olga Tokarczuk that the narrator 
and the reader need to see whoever/whichever he/she is writing or reading as 
no less real and alive than the way Whatsisname sees the already dead Marek 
Marek appearing by the fireplace. My hypothesis is that the visionary and poetic 
quality of Tokarczuk’s novels (Márton 2011, 273) is not a rhetorical achievement 
but rather the result of seeing without reflection – out of a determined will (or 
rather, an irresistible pull) to seek the temporal order of the world in the events 
of existence rather than in their representations, in logical constructs we create, 
or in the provisions of institutions and authorities that seem omnipotent but that 
in fact are as fragile as all that exists.5

In the opening of Primeval and Other Times, there is also a kind of vision 
that is significant for the whole novel. This time, Misia’s angel (who received 
the newborn behind the midwife) reveals the kind of sharing in the other’s time, 
which is, as we soon see, also the narrator’s practice:6

The angel saw Misia’s birth in an entirely different way from Kucmerka 
the midwife. An angel generally sees everything in a different way. Angels 
perceive the world not through the physical forms which it keeps producing 
and then destroying, but through the meaning and soul of those forms. [...] 
It was filled with unusual, angelic tenderness, loving sympathy – that is 
the only feeling angels harbour. (Tokarczuk 2010, 8)

In the next chapter, we enter The Time of Cornspike, in which the world-
learning of a woman in abject poverty continues the angelic attempts to connect 
with the world beyond reflection and external information. The narrator follows, 
with a sympathy comparable to that of an angel, the anguish of the woman in 
labour, abandoned in the forest, taking part in her bodily visions and following 
the burial of her newborn baby who died for lack of help.

Cornspike does not learn in the usual way, by taking account of what happens 
outside of us. Such knowledge we only put on ourselves. “But he who learns 
by taking things inside himself undergoes constant transformation, because he 

5	 On the exaggerated role of public institutions, see the study by Hanna Gosk cited earlier: 
“This new outlook includes the depoliticization of the life of Polish society, the attenuation 
of the ideological factor, the narrowing down of the role of officialdom in individual lives, 
and the filling of the space thus vacated with personal matters of primarily local significance” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 102).

6	 On subjectivity beyond the self, see also Karina Jarzyńska (2023).
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incorporates what he learns into his being” (Tokarczuk 2010, 10). We read the 
same thing earlier about the angel: “he does not have to draw anything from 
outside: he comes to know the world through himself, he includes all knowledge 
of the world and of himself – that is how God created him” (Tokarczuk 2010, 9). 
The sympathy of which not only the angel is capable, but we too, enables us to 
follow and experience what is happening in the time of the other.

It is also how the narrator knows about all that happens to Cornspike in the 
forest, when she gives birth without any help. Absorbing her bodily visions of 
pain is learning, a way of learning to learn, so to speak. This is what makes 
possible the strange vision that the opening of House of Day, House of Night 
reveals in a dream: “[i]t seemed as if the world below was yielding to me as I 
looked at it, constantly moving towards me, and then away, so first I could see 
everything, then only tiny details” (Tokarczuk 2003, 1). By embracing vividly 
and painfully the events of existence in experiencing birth and death, Cornspike 
learns to see the world in a completely different way than before:

And yet now Cornspike could see how the grasshopper was joined to the 
sky, and what was keeping the hazel bushes by the forest path. She could 
see more than that too. She could see the force that pervades everything [...]. 
She could see the contours of other worlds and other times, stretched out 
above and below ours. She could also see things that cannot be described 
in words. (Tokarczuk 2010, 14)

How Can a Disembodied Angel Shudder?

The narrative not only thematizes these practices of sympathy, of learning by 
inclusion, and of seeing without reflection but also learns through sympathy and 
inclusion itself. The visions of other times (or the other’s time) emerge from these 
experiments, which involve us, the readers as well to such learning and seeing. 
What we read about the angel is also true in literary practices: “The only instinct 
angels have is the instinct for sympathy. The only feeling angels have is infinite 
sympathy, heavy as the firmament” (Tokarczuk 2010, 8); and again: “pure wisdom 
[…] can only be enriched by simple intuition” (Tokarczuk 2010, 9). Why is intuition 
simple? Because it is a perception of something that is already happening to me. 
Intuition can only become a way of learning once I am perceptually close to what 
I am learning, which means that what I am learning becomes visible, audible, 
and tangible. But not by some magic that only the privileged can do: the thing 
to be learned can become visible, audible, and perceptible to all who see, hear, 
and live. But these are indispensable requirements, i.e. we need everything that 
makes us see, hear, and live, including the right skills. This is Cornspike’s secret. 
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And also the narrator’s. For it is not only the eye that is a prerequisite for spotting, 
say, forest beasts in time (before they can see you), but also the right skills of 
looking; the arm is a prerequisite not only for swimming but also for practising 
the gestures of paddling in water. In the same way, intuition requires not only 
the organic and neural equipment for seeing and hearing but also learning, 
experimenting with what I am learning, as fully equipped as possible.

It is not worth replacing with data grasped by mere reason and words what I can 
enrich with the rest of my equipment up to the point of intuition. Reason alone is 
very poor because it lacks sight, hearing, life, and visceral intuitions. It narrows 
down to a few categories and contexts what is going on in sumptuous nuances 
and vivid connections. It is enough to compare how many colours we can name 
and how many we can see; how many sounds we can name and how many we 
can hear; how many tastes we can name and how many we can distinguish by 
taste; how many sensations we can name and how many we can experience by 
touch; how many feelings we can name and how many we can feel. The same 
difference exists between understanding how to ride a horse and discovering 
what it is like to ride; or between understanding how to coordinate our hands and 
feet to swim and discovering what it is like to swim.

Reason responds to the questions beginning with why…? and is usually informed 
by relatively few whys and few answers about an event. Much richer are the 
questions and answers when the what is it like? is at stake.7 Intuition that avoids 
the fallacies of thought is not exceptional because it is mysterious. The source of its 
richness is what all comes into play: not just an idea, not just one or two models, 
not just a few synonyms but a much more considerable part of our entire bodily-
mental equipment and a much more considerable part of the inexhaustibility of the 
thing or event learned or understood. The intellect simplifies, that is its strategy; 
it is the clearest when it is the simplest. The most desirable thing for knowledge is 
the theory of everything8 or a single formula of the world.9 In comparison, intuition 
is susceptible to all the nuances that are accessible, traceable, perceivable, and 
imaginable. Intuition is unified only in its intensity, as otherwise it need not fit into 
a single conceptual scheme or expression. That is why we cannot find the words 
when we want to express a hunch. This is why we have to learn to read and write 
literature in order to write and read intuitions. Our kids are learning literature for 
many years. Do we teach them to read intuitions?

Let us practise with Tokarczuk’s novels. When she writes something, she 
encourages and teaches us not to be satisfied with the whys and wherefores but 
to remain receptive to what it is like what we write and read:

7	 In contemporary Hungarian literature, see, for example, Ádám Bodor’s short story Milyen is egy 
hágó? [What Is a Pass Like?] (Bodor 1980).

8	 See string theory (Greene 2003 [1999]); see Object-Oriented Ontology (Harman 2017).
9	 See Einstein’s conclusion: E = mc2 (1916).
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Marta and I were sitting on the wooden steps of the terrace. R. had made a 
horseradish ointment using home-made alcohol and I was rubbing Marta’s 
hands with it.
Marta is old. The skin on her hands is thin and smooth, and covered in 
brown spots. […] Beneath the skin I could feel fragile little bones that 
were swollen around the joints. It was rheumatism that was causing her 
pain, like a frost in the body. Maybe that’s why Marta always feels cold, 
even during the heatwave. […] The horseradish ointment smelled sharp, 
drowning out the fragrance of the flowers in the borders. I rubbed it into 
Marta’s hands until it vanished under the skin, where its heat would melt 
the ice that was attacking her body.
A cart full of manure came along the road. A man was walking alongside 
it, staring at us. For a while the smell of horseradish was mixed with the 
smell of dung.
Later we drank some tea, which tasted of everything around us. (Tokarczuk 
2003, 189)

We immediately understand that rheumatism is the cause of Marta’s pain and 
chilliness. It would not be worth reading this episode several times to find out 
whether rheumatism is the real source of her symptoms. But if you are interested 
in the insights it contains, it is worth reading it several times and learning 
what it is like when rheumatism hurts someone’s hands. What is it like to feel, 
look closely, and care for an old woman’s hand? What is it like to invite to you 
neighbours in the countryside? What does a home remedy for rheumatism smell 
like? What is it made of, and how is it made? How is an event isolated, and how 
other events around it come into play in its happening? What is it like when 
smells are in the tastes? What is it like when something reminds us that it feels 
like... What comes to my mind now about intuition is that it is like tea, whose 
taste is the taste of everything that surrounds tea drinkers: it has an indivisible 
variety of flavours for which we have no words.

The secret of Tokarczuk’s prose is not only that it juggles with words even when 
we have no words for something, which in itself would not be enough for literary 
writing. What grounds her narratives is that she is susceptible to much more than 
we have words for. In the time of writing, she goes far beyond words and far 
beyond reflection – through intuitions that, being refined also in their sensitivity 
to words, permeate the sentences she writes, as much as the familiar taste of tea is 
permeated by all that surrounds tea drinkers. The practice of writing is therefore 
not only about words and knowledge. It has as much to do with time, with the 
company of other creatures, with the eight worlds of the Cabalistic Game, with 
“the vast ladder of existences” (Tokarczuk 2010, 9). It is a kind of contact making 
through intuitions that emerge in the specific flavour of some specific event, which 
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we have to learn, as much as we have to learn Marta’s old hand or the treatment of 
it not only with horseradish tincture but also with hands.

The problem with reflection is that it takes us out of this learning. If I start to 
pay attention to the tropes the text is working with, for example, I read without 
eyes, ears, nose, or taste buds, I only pay attention to my linguistic reflexes, and 
I give up grasping how the aroma of the tea is a flavour of everything that plays 
into the tea drinker’s time. There is a different time for rhetorical reflection and a 
different time for the resonances of the writer’s and reader’s intuitions. Reflection 
is also valuable, but since it only helps us to get our bearings quickly and in 
accordance with our goals, it cannot replace intuitive knowledge. That is why 
it is not worth reflecting all the time as a reader or writer of literature instead of 
learning by intuition. Not only for the angel in the novel but also for the narrator 
and the reader can we apply all that distinguishes such an access:

An angel doesn’t have an intellect like the human one, it doesn’t draw 
conclusions or make judgements. It doesn’t think logically. To some people 
an angel would seem stupid. But from the start an angel carries within it 
the fruit of the tree of knowledge, pure wisdom that can only be enriched 
by simple intuition. It is a mind devoid of reasoning, and so devoid of 
mistakes and the fear they produce, an intellect without the prejudices that 
come from erroneous perception. But like all other things created by God, 
angels are volatile. That explains why Misia’s angel was so often not there 
when she needed it. (Tokarczuk 2010, 9)

Nevertheless, even this “occasional,” out-of-character compassion is a field 
of very intense encounters: “Then the angel’s gaze and the human’s gaze met for 
the first time, and the angel shuddered as only a bodiless angel can” (Tokarczuk 
2010, 8).

Why is the disembodiment of the angel, the levitating dreamer, or the wanderer 
in other times (or in the other’s time) always emphasized? If the absence of 
reflection eliminates the instantiation of the self, disembodiment prevents the 
appropriation of the other’s time. For sympathy does not interiorize or embody the 
time of the other. If I am sympathetic towards the other, I am not in his/her place, 
I do not replace him/her/it, but I am in his/her/its company. This highly intense 
proximity is also disembodied because the contact is never in physical touch 
(ghosts cannot be touched) but in refined and intense attentional resonances. 
This is what makes it possible that by resonating with a soul encapsulated in a 
body the disembodied angel can shudder. And this is why sympathy freed from 
reflection becomes mere looking, gazing, seeing. However, sympathy cannot be 
free from its body, which is the reason why I spoke earlier about bodily visions. 
Vision without reflection is disembodied only in the sense that I cannot touch the 
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other person, but I still follow the events of his body bodily: I see with my hands, 
I see with my ears, I see with my feet, I see with my body what is happening. As 
we have said, there is no touch in resonance (this is what distinguishes this kind 
of relationship), but if I am a creature with a body, I resonate with the other by 
my own body.

Hence the apparent contradiction we read in the account of the dreamer who 
enters people as houses through their mouths: “I cannot sit down on the bed 
or pick up the comb in my hand. I’m disembodied, but I can see everything, 
and I can peep into every nook and cranny” (Tokarczuk 2003, 139). But three 
sentences later he continues, “[s]ometimes from the depths a distant, steady 
rumble reaches my ears, sometimes my foot slips on something hard and veiny” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 139; emphases mine). The disembodied dreamer has not only 
eyes but also ears and feet. For his vision is inevitably an embodied vision. And 
this is not only the inconsistency of language. Rather, it is the revelation that 
speech is also embodied, as otherwise it would not help us to access experiences, 
and consequently it would be impossible to write and read literature. Speech is 
embodied not only in sounds and breaths but also in lavish gestures of attention 
– provided that we keep these attentional stimuli alive while writing and reading 
by following the (authorless) literary works of our language or, for that matter, by 
tuning into the experiments that take place within them.

Access always belongs both to the one who has access to something and to the 
one to whom/which he/she has access. Even if I access the other’s time verbally 
or in thought, I do so in body and soul. If it were not so, there would be no 
temptation in the world and no desire because there would be no attraction or 
aversion to what is recalled in thought, word, and memory. Moreover, in all this, 
we share in some way with other living things: animals and plants. My dog in 
my childhood could be tempted, not only with his plate signalling good food but 
also with sounds, gestures, or different toys. We are not simply talking here about 
the Pavlovian conditioned reflex but rather about the sensitivity that allows 
conditioned reflexes to develop.

Bodily Visions and Other Rhythms

Those whose minds have lost some degree of rational and conventional 
orientation are just as susceptible to and subject to bodily visions as we all are 
in dreams that inhibit the functioning of consciousness. This is what makes 
Florentynka’s resonances with her dogs so particularly intense. After she went 
mad, she “learned how to talk to her dogs and cats. The conversations relied on 
emitting images. What the animals imagined was not as concise and specific as 
human speech. It did not include thoughts, but it did have things seen from the 
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inside, without the human distance that brings a sense of alienation. It made 
the world seem more friendly” (Tokarczuk 2010, 35). Florentynka’s experience 
is interesting not only for dogs but also for literary writing and reading because 
in them we must learn to escape from dominant ways of orienting in order to 
stalk such intuitions. Literary practices are less often called crazy by people 
than Florentynka (though there are some cases), but they are often called strange 
or incomprehensible. I accept that literature is incomprehensible. Because it is 
more to be seen than understood, and almost with everything that is not an eye.

If, for example, on a summer night one sleeps outside on the red iron bed in 
the courtyard, which is used for reading during the day (Tokarczuk 2003, 164), 
one can discover the possibilities of tuning one’s visual orientation to the subtler 
lights, and what becomes untraceable due to the limitations of vision, one can try 
to follow by hearing: to see with one’s ears, so to speak. “I began to do nothing 
but listen, for the first time in my life: the breathing became a purring, a whirring 
sound; I seemed to hear the sleepers’ eyelids flapping together restlessly, and 
their hearts making a thumping sound that was heavier than air” (Tokarczuk 
2003, 166). After everything turns into sound, the account concludes: “It should 
have been quiet as usual, but it wasn’t – now I could hear the whiz of falling 
meteors and the blood-chilling roar of a comet” (Tokarczuk 2003, 166).

Primeval and Other Times does not follow the world war in strategic plans, 
political and economic processes, or precisely directed operations but in bodily 
visions, and always as someone’s time – whether on the German, Russian, Slavic, 
or Jewish side. This is what we read of the Wehrmacht officer and his men: “In 
the spring of 1944 Kurt received an order to transfer everything to Kotuszów, 
one village further west, one village nearer home. It was said that the Bolsheviks 
were coming, though Kurt couldn’t believe it. Then, once they had all their 
belongings packed on trucks, Kurt survived a Russian raid, when the German 
garrisons at Taszów were bombarded” (Tokarczuk 2010, 76). When Florentynka’s 
dogs, panicked by the explosions, set upon the tyres of the retreating German 
trucks, “Kurt’s soldiers started shooting. Kurt didn’t try to stop them. It wasn’t 
them shooting. It was their terror, in a foreign country, and their homesickness. 
It was their fear of death” (Tokarczuk 2010, 76). And it is this fear that fires the 
gun in Kurt’s hands that kills Florentynka, who rushes to the defence of her dogs.

If we write or read the time of Genowefa, who witnessed the killing of the 
Jews of Jeszkotle, we look at someone’s vision in the astonishing fear turning into 
paralysis. Not only do we see what she sees, but we see it through her, without 
physically taking her place:

She raised a hand to her eyes because the setting sun was dazzling her, and 
only then did she see old Szlomo in an unbuttoned gabardine, the Gertzes’ 
and Kindels’ fair-haired children, Mrs Szenbert in a sky-blue dress, her 



12 István BERSZÁN

daughter carrying a baby, and the little rabbi, who was being held up by 
the arms. And she saw Eli, as clear as day, holding his son by the hand. 
And then there was some confusion and the crowd broke through the 
line of soldiers. People started running in all directions, and those who 
were already in the trucks jumped out of them. From the corner of her 
eye Genowefa saw fire emerging from the barrels, then at once she was 
deafened by the thunder of multiple bursts of machine-gun fire. The figure 
of a man, from which she had not dropped her gaze, staggered and fell, just 
like others, like most of the others. […] 
Eli was lying nestled into the grass. For the first time in many years 
Genowefa saw him close up once more. She sat down beside him, and 
never stood on her own legs again. (Tokarczuk 2010, 78–79)

To meet times is not only to understand but to see with my intuition what the 
other sees with his/her intuition. And doing this I do not reflect on myself, that 
is, I do not reflect myself out of the other’s time. To get rid of reflection is not 
simply to turn something off, which is practically impossible, but to tune into 
other times. With this paper, I would like to point out that in the research and 
teaching of literature, it is time to move from reflection and historicity to other 
times too. The notion of historicity directs attention to the historical contexts of 
dynamic processes, to the results of often simultaneous influences. Hence, even 
histoire croisée proposed by M. Werner and B. Zimmermann (2006) is limited 
to the rhythm of historical construction. In reading Tokarczuk, it is evident that 
there are other times that cannot be reduced to the temporality of construction. 
In the chapter on The Time of the Orchard, this difference can be traced as the 
time of the apple trees and the time of the pear trees, intertwined, repeatedly 
successive and yet with different rhythms:

In the year of the apple, the trees draw from the earth the sour waters 
of underground rivers that have the power of change and motion. These 
waters contain the need to push, to grow and spread.
The year of the pear is completely different. The time of the pear trees 
involves sucking sweet juices from the minerals, as inside the leaves they 
gently and gradually merge with the rays of the sun. The trees come to a 
stop in their growing and relish the sweetness of sheer existence, without 
moving, without developing. Then the orchard seems unchanging. 
(Tokarczuk 2010, 117–118)

Of course, this apparent unchangingness is also time, but it is a different 
temporality, one that is missed by the model of construction in the same way as 
if we were trying to capture the time of construction as a taste or sweetness of 
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mere existence. Change is as diverse as time itself. Its appropriation as historical 
construction follows processes of the type of development, but it obscures 
transformations such as the turning of the time of apple trees into the time of pear 
trees or changes of intensity within the time of pear trees. Our attempt to generalize 
the rhythms of transformation we like or chase is false, as in the newness paradigm, 
which makes transformations considered favourable a frame of reference against 
those considered unfavourable. In so doing, we reflect ourselves out of the time 
of life and of the significant stages of existence, and so we lose the experience of 
their temporality. It is in vain to reply that the preference for the new does not 
necessarily deny decay because the problem here is precisely that, according to 
the paradigm of newness, we regard all unfavourable transformations as decay, 
and thus we can only follow a kind of mirror rhythm of renewal in all of them.

But the Tidying up the Attic episode of House of Day, House of Night helps us 
to discover many exciting alternatives to such a simplistic transformation:

It turned out that I hadn’t worn many of the dresses at all – there had 
been no occasion to. They were hanging in the wardrobe, but they had 
still aged through the months of June, July, and August. I could see that 
they were wearing out, going at the seams, softening and getting older all 
by themselves without my input. And there was a sort of beauty in it, the 
opposite of ripening, a beauty that appears without anyone’s help. Sandal 
leather goes black, softens and stretches, straps wear thin, buckles rust, the 
colour of a favourite blouse fades, or the sleeves of a shirt fray at the cuffs. 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 283)

While we wander in the temporalities of the many transformations of clothes 
and shoes, the not new discovery expands the margins of our temporal orientation. 
History looks like evolution: it goes from somewhere to somewhere, even if we do 
not attribute any design to it. Of course, in hindsight, we understand why things 
happened this or that way. We can see the direction in which forces of production 
developed, the main causes which led to world wars, the way modernization 
transformed life, how ideologies influenced communities, etc. This is not how we 
encounter time in Tokarczuk’s novels. Unlike “histoire croisée,” the evolution is 
not at stake here in the pursuit of new historical constructions; we are not trying 
to grasp the intersections of time as a system of relations, but we are literally (or 
rather practically) travelling through time ourselves, finding our passage between 
different temporalities. It makes a big difference if we endure and lament our own 
ageing as a decline, a monotonous returning from the coveted unfolding of new 
things, or we experience it as a temporality not at all devoid of beauty, not “new” 
but different from any previous experience of time. This expedition takes us not 
into the time of the other but rather into another time of our own transformation.
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It is true that Paschalis, who lived centuries earlier, still hopes that writing 
will take him out of time into an unchanging world essentially attributed to 
God, but what happens to him and to his writing is an alternative rather than 
a realization of this immobility. We read in Primeval and Other Times that the 
unchanging character of God is a dubious presumption distancing people from 
the manifestations of God in time (Tokarczuk 2010, 71). Paschalis also struggled 
with times: “[h]e was hindered by the fact that the saint had lived long ago […] 
– so how was he to know what her world looked like? […] Was it just as he 
imagined? How was he to write about things he had never seen or experienced” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 116)? By getting into the narrative, Paschalis finds out many 
interesting ways of doing this, which is why he is asked the same question by 
the prioress that Marta also asks: “‘How do you know all this?’ she asked him 
upon reading the first few pages. But there was a note of admiration in her voice” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 116).

One of his discoveries was that, since we obviously cannot tell what we 
have never seen and never experienced, “he always saw Kummernis in familiar 
scenery, at this convent, in this courtyard […], in a habit just like the prioress’s” 
(Tokarczuk 2003, 116). This is not an anachronism that can be charged as an error, 
falsifying the time of the other, but another opening to the mystery of the narrative 
knowledge that the prioress reader admires. “Kummernis went on living as long 
as he wrote about her as a living person, and she would never cease to exist, not 
even if he put her to death over and over again in his thoughts” (Tokarczuk 2003, 
116–117). The other time, even if it is a distant past, can only be lived as now for 
one who tunes into it – hence the person whom we meet in that other time is also 
alive. Why should a reflexive relation to the past be preferred if not only its passing 
is evident but also the fact that the time called past also happened in the now for 
its former experiencers? Just as in the cabalistic play of the squire Popielski, who 
is trapped in the present (still alive) as a member of the past, we are confronted 
here with a chain of times and worlds opening out from one another as a vast 
chain of existences. Paschalis “realized that the aim of his writing was to reconcile 
all possible time scales, places and landscapes into one single image that would 
remain fixed, never ageing or changing” (Tokarczuk 2003, 117).

The same applies to the writing of Primeval and Other Times or House of Day, 
House of Night. But the only still image of the ladder of existences is also time: 
the moment of its capturing. And as such, even as an experience of wholeness, 
it can only be part of the vast ladder of existences. What is happening depends 
on what we are looking at: the single unchanging image or the reconciliation 
of all possible times. Historical orientation tends to glimpse the traces of long 
processes, the all-encompassing history or historicity of things, as a variant of 
the former. Literary practices, on the other hand, tend to experiment with the 
passages between multiple times. Note that the single still image is only the aim 
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of Paschalis’s writing. Of course, all writers want to finish their books, while at 
the same time, like Paschalis, they find themselves – along with their readers – in 
a multiplicity of times and in attempts to find passages between them throughout 
the “whole” writing or reading process. Tokarczuk’s novel is like the eight worlds 
of Popielski’s play, built on or embedded in each other: Kummernis is writing, 
Paschalis is writing the life of Kummernis the writer, and Tokarczuk is writing the 
life of Paschalis the writer about a writer. But this time the stakes are not Borgesian 
metafiction, which makes us uncertain about what is fiction and what is reality.10 
What Kummernis writes, what Paschalis writes, and what Tokarczuk writes are all 
relevant to the ways and stakes of writing. Each of these notes is worth pondering 
or musing over as much as Marta’s mysterious statements. And, above all, it is 
worth seeing what we can learn from them by tuning into their practices.

Concluding into Alternative Times

In the chapter entitled “The Nanny,” the memoirist’s record of the early childhood 
can also be understood as a diary of such time learning. The ability to look at 
oneself with a gaze outside oneself (the tiny child tries to see oneself through 
the lens of the first camera pointed at her) gradually erodes the permanence of 
the self and its position as an absolute centre. This change has paradoxically two 
opposite consequences. One is a loss:

Each time I looked at the same things, I would see them differently. At 
first, I would get lost in it all, I’d be terrified, desperately searching for 
constancy. Finally, I’d realize that constancy really does exist, but way 
beyond my reach, while I’m like a stream, like the river in Nowa Ruda 
that keeps changing colour, and the only thing I can be sure of is that I’m 
flowing through a point in space and time, and I’m nothing more than the 
sum of the properties of that place and that time. (Tokarczuk 2003, 241)

This corresponds well to the concept of historical existence. But the exit 
from myself into other gazes and other times has another consequence, which 
is connected to the former as an addition or an encore, if you like: “The one 
advantage to emerge from this is that the world seen from a different viewpoint is 
a different world, so I can live in as many worlds as I am able to see” (Tokarczuk 
2003, 241). The unreflective vision worked out in literary writing and reading, 
the intense now of bodily visions and the astonishing richness of the simple 
intuition help us to discover this advantage: in other times, I can encounter not 
only the outside of myself but also, again and again, another me.

10	 See, for example, Jorge Luis Borges: The Circular Ruins (1946 [1940]).
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Abstract. Coetzee’s reading of Sebald is significative for his writing of the 
Jesus trilogy. The very thesis of the trilogy relates to the existence of a 
world where all references to the past are lost in oblivion, which, according 
to Coetzee, would have been a possible salvation for Austerlitz, Sebald’s 
protagonist. This paper will analyse to what extent Coetzee’s encounter with 
Sebald determined the conception of time that is found in the three Jesus 
novels. Furthermore, the two authors share the same preoccupation with 
the issue of time regarding “the anxiety expressed by Rainer Maria Rilke in 
his letters about the duty of the artist as bearer of cultural memory” (Coetzee 
2008), which I would filter through Jacques Rancière’s exploration of time 
and temporality (The Politics of Aesthetics, 2004; The Edges of Fiction, 
2020; Modern Times: Temporality in Art and Politics, 2022). Finally, their 
conceptions of Chronos differ in relation with Topos: if Sebald’s prose is 
suffocated with the texture of a collage of historical materials, in Coetzee’s 
prose the materiality is diluted. However, in the two experimental narratives, 
there are certain institutions that guard over a specific rendering of time 
which reveals the complexity of the encounter. Moreover, Jacques Rancière 
is also a reader of Sebald’s prose, a fact which motivates the endeavour to 
explore this threefold relationship.
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interpretation of the novel Austerlitz that he is rendering in the dialogue with 
Arabella Kurtz (2015) concerning the limits of storytelling.

In addition, Rancière had included an extremely insightful analysis on Sebald’s 
work in his study The Edges of Fiction (2020). It should be added that Sebald’s 
presence is not accessory in the economy of the work on account that even the 
author underlines the “egalitarian principle” of the structure. That is to say, that 
every chapter in Rancière’s book is reflected in the others, and they illuminate 
each other; no matter how different their nature is, the essays are based on a 
singular intellectual adventure.

As for the comparative relationship arising between Coetzee and Rancière, 
this paper argues that their readings of Sebald’s work, especially regarding his 
conception of time, facilitate an increased applicability of Rancière’s theories to 
Coetzee’s Jesus novels. Recently, Christina Lupton argued that the two authors 
share a common interest in the “worker’s access to aesthetic experience” (2023) 
based on their exact contemporaneity. Her comparison of their writing and 
creativity is a resourceful and successful article as appreciated by David Attwell 
(2024). For this reason, their common contemporaneity is based on more than 
a common being in time or on a belonging to the same period of time, but on 
reading and reflecting upon common authors, yet to be researched.

“Representing the Extreme of Destruction”

Coetzee’s reading of Sebald is significative for his writing of the Jesus trilogy. The 
very thesis of the trilogy relates to the existence of a world where all references 
to the past are lost in oblivion, which, according to Coetzee, would have been a 
possible salvation for Austerlitz, Sebald’s protagonist. In other words, Austerlitz, 
whose name is “a near homophone for Auschwitz” (Cook 2014, 98), would not 
have been eager to dig up his own past and yet to open himself to immense 
suffering and even disease had he been blessed with the gift of oblivion of his 
early four years old child memories or had he not been informed that his real 
name is not Dafydd / David Elias but Jacques Austerlitz. Therefore, David, the 
child protagonist of the Jesus novels, can be a hypothetical Austerlitz that should 
not have been distressed by any memories of the past as imagined by Coetzee.

Even though amnesia is a realistic psychological effect in the case of Austerlitz, 
oblivion of the entire past for a group or a society could be seen in a speculative 
degree as a utopian/dystopian premise that encapsulates the contemporary 
polemic regarding the right to represent the extreme of destruction, “whether 
stories may be made up about it, or even simple pictures of it produced” 
(Rancière 2020, 110).
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Both Sebald and Coetzee refuse to take part in this debate; instead, they look 
for new ways of writing fiction given the fact that “the work of destruction caused 
a suffering that exceeds our capacities of representation” (Rancière 2020, 110).

In Austerlitz, the reader is coping with the story of a child sent through a 
Kindertransport to London while searching for and composing his real name and 
identity by deconstructing his own past. He was brought up as Dafydd or David 
Elias. During the years of boarding school, he discovers that his real name is 
Jacques Austerlitz, which will lead his interest in history and architecture. Then, 
the novel ends with him finding out that his real father’s name was Aychenwald 
as the last piece of the puzzle of his own identity that he has to reconstruct. In a 
moment of distress, overwhelmed by his findings, he loses his consciousness and 
enters a state of amnesia.

In the Jesus trilogy, there are institutions and authorities who guard the 
convention or state of oblivion. To enumerate: Belstar camp, Centro de 
Reubicación Novilla [Centre of relocation], Recién Llegados [The Newcomers’ 
bureau], educational institutions. In a word, they are soft actors of censorship 
who ensure that everyone shares a common parochial worldview. Hence, the fact 
that David claims that he can remember the old world and the past, the fact that 
he does not accept his new given name, even though he does not remember the 
old one, the fact that he even has had a paper with his real mother’s name written 
on now lost are elements prone to position him in a soft conflict with the new 
community.

According to Coetzee, the world he is depicting in the Jesus trilogy is a form of 
afterlife (Marshall 2022). The mythical construction of this world is sustained by 
the existence of a limbo, the River Lethe from the Greek mythology or the great 
ocean that David and Simón are passing. However, the story of the boy is rather 
tragic, and even the society does not seem to enjoy much of the state of oblivion. 
Difficult to resume, David, after being adopted by Simón, and then by Inés, 
unsuccessfully tries to integrate in the state education system, until he finally 
finds his place in a vocational dance school. After the murder of his teacher, Ana 
Magdalena, he tries to integrate among the orphanage children of Estrella in spite 
of his parents’ concerns. Finally, an incurable disease leads to his death.

Excluding Time from Fiction

Regardless of the fact that the amnesia is applied to a single person or a group, 
the difficulty of representing time can be identified. The two authors share the 
same preoccupation with the issue of time regarding “the anxiety expressed 
by Rainer Maria Rilke in his letters about the duty of the artist as bearer of 
cultural memory” (Coetzee 2008, 149). Cultural memory can be extended for 
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both authors from their individual experiences (Nazism and Communism for 
Sebald; apartheid, Australian colonization, and contemporary border policies 
for Coetzee) to broader understandings and interpretations of universal history 
and philosophy of history, and a form of cultural psychoanalysis. To clarify, if 
for Sebald individual characters are “labouring under the burden of Europe’s 
recent history” (Coetzee 2008, 146), for Coetzee, in the Jesus trilogy, the society 
as a whole is labouring under the burden of a painful past, unknown for the 
reader, forgotten by its members. In either case, Coetzee identifies a common 
internal conflict for individuals and society, both of them are manifesting “a self-
protective urge to block off a painful past and a blind groping for something, they 
know not what, that has been lost” (2008, 146).

When reading Austerlitz, Coetzee illustrates the fact that “[t]ime has no real 
existence” (2008, 148), so “one consequence of the denial of time is that past is 
reduced to a set of interlocking memories in the minds of the living” (2008, 149). 
The very fact that time is evacuated from the story is specific for the Jesus trilogy 
too. There is no need for temporality or progression of moments in time because 
in the world depicted by Coetzee nothing really happens. For instance, Simón, 
one of the protagonists, “remembers asking Álvaro once why there was never any 
news on the radio. ‘News of what?’ inquired Álvaro. ‘News of what is going on in 
the world,’ he replied. ‘Oh,’ said Álvaro, ‘is something going on?’ As before, he 
was ready to suspect irony. But no, there was none” (Coetzee 2013, ch. 8).

In this paper, I analyse to what extent Coetzee’s encounter with Sebald 
determined the problematic of time that is found in the three Jesus novels, which 
I would filter through Jacques Rancière’s exploration of time and temporality 
(2004; 2020; 2022). To begin with, Sebald points out his perspective upon time 
using his protagonist’s confession: “Instead of the continuous medium of time, 
says Austerlitz, there exist interconnected pockets of space-time whose topology 
we may never understand, but between which the so-called living and the so-
called dead can travel and thus meet one another” (Coetzee 2008, 148–149).

J. M. Coetzee is fascinated with the replacement of “the continuous medium 
of time,” which he will abolish too in his Jesus novels. Moreover, he empathizes 
with Austerlitz in the state of being overwhelmed by the new realities and by the 
multitude of spaces together with their stories in an excess of detail.

This particular characteristic of Sebald’s prose is interpreted by Jacques 
Rancière as a replacement of the conception of time as a progression of 
construction and destruction, a chain of cause and effect towards a final end with 
the invention of “another image of time: a time of coexistence, equality and the 
inter-expressiveness of moments” (2020, 120).
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Astrological Structures and Constellations

As an illustration, the classical conception of time could be perceived as a 
hierarchical structure of cause and effects, while the modern conception of time 
would be perceived as an astrological structure that brings moments and places 
in simultaneity and correspondence. By the same token, Tess Jarray painted an 
extraordinary constellation during her endeavour of illustrating Sebald’s work 
(Fig. 1). By the same token, during the Encounters Conference, the image I brought 
to sustain the conception of time as an astrological structure (Fig. 2) seemed to 
be a perfect match with Judit Pieldner’s map of locations in Sebald’s novel The 
Rings of Saturn used in her presentation Spectral Encounters of Intermediality 
in Grant Gee’s Patience (After Sebald) (2024). Uncanny as it may seem, this 
coincidence of representation and understanding time and space is justified by 
the way we perceive time by measuring the distance from a point to another, 
so the multiplicity of places that a man came to encounter, especially from the 
twentieth century onwards, became a multiplicity of times which easily leads to 
their contemporaneity, a phenomenon that Sebald was so sensible to observe and 
depict in his novels. In Rancière’s terms, this phenomenon uncovers “a time of 
coexistence, overcome by the liberalness of space” (2020, 115), available through 
the technological advancements of faster and faster means of transportation.

Figure 1. Requiem Blue by Tess Jarray (Cook ed. 2014, 150–151)

Coetzee’s meditation on Sebald’s astrological structure is embodied in 
the philosophy of the star numbers that David, the protagonist, develops and 
encounters in Estrella, at the Arroyo Academy. To clarify, Ana Magdalena’s 
philosophy claims that dance is the only way of bringing the primary numbers 
back, whose names are the only remnants of the old world. Thus, the space of 
the dancing becomes an inter-world between which remnants of the past are co-
existing with elements of the present like in a resurrection (Coetzee 2016, ch. 7) 
or commemoration. The Platonistic structure of this philosophy identifies dance 
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as a material replacement for the act of contemplation, which was supposed to 
lead man from an object to its concept.

Figure 2. The modern conception of time as an astrological structure  
(This photo by unknown author is licensed under CC BY-NC.)

The academy “is dedicated to guiding the souls of our students toward that 
realm, to bringing them in accord with the great underlying movement of the 
universe, or, as we prefer to say, the dance of the universe” (Coetzee 2016, ch. 7). 
Furthermore, the Arroyo philosophy asserts that there are two kinds of numbers:

The numbers you have in mind, the numbers we use when we buy and sell, 
are not true numbers but simulacra. They are what I call ant numbers. Ants, 
as we know, have no memory. […] Tonight, in the second part of the show, 
you will see our younger students playing the parts of ants, performing the 
ant operations that we call the lower arithmetic, the arithmetic we use in 
household accounts and so forth. […]
The laws they (ants) obey are the laws of addition and subtraction. That is 
all they do, day in and day out, during every waking hour: carry out their 
mechanical, twofold law.
In our Academy we do not teach the law of the ant. […] We do not want to 
turn your children into ants. (Coetzee 2016, ch. 7)

As can be seen, the academy as a topos is secluded from the rest of the 
community, it is a space that is tolerated on account of the fact that its mysticism 
is unharmful, while the separation of the children that are slightly different 
secures the rest of the community. 

https://www.ericteske.com/2013/05/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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Similarly, Rancière hypothesizes around Sebald’s conception of time 
reaching the same condition of routine specific to Coetzee’s world. This world 
is characterized by the fact that nothing really happens. The action of the novel 
evolves in the reader’s mind by composing and deconstructing the cognoscible 
elements of a world of objects and humans that refer to something other than 
themselves.

 
But precisely the right thread is to be found in another cartography of time, 
not one of a cause-and-effect governed chain of succession. Now, calendar 
time provides the simplest image. For this time is not the pure succession 
of things that occur idiotically, one after the other. Each date of a calendar 
is separated from the order of succession and refers to something else other 
than itself: to events arising at diverse places on a same day of the year, in 
a more or less distant past; to the history of a patron saint or a mythological 
divinity; to tasks or moods of the season; to diverse pieces of information 
or stories specially composed at the end to instruct, entertain or delight 
all those who otherwise endure the routine wherein each day is like every 
other. (Rancière 2020, 121)

However, Coetzee’s characters do not enjoy the privilege of a cartography of 
time with days enriched with the meaning of something other than their plain 
routine and fixed forms of spending leisure time. For instance, in a philosophy 
class for adults, the only subject of discussion is the nature of a chair.

Tracing the Links between the Stars

Under those circumstances, the new image of time, that of an astrological 
rationality, which can be found in Sebald’s prose and Coetzee’s trilogy, is not fully 
explained by Rancière in terms of what replaces the cause-and-effect rationality. 
Furthermore, he outlines the fact that the links between the pockets of time-
spaces are not fully arbitrary, while the elements are not entirely equivalent. In 
like manner, not all new orders are good. Intriguingly, he does not develop the 
criteria by which the pockets of time-spaces are linked as in a constellation more 
than the principle by which the calendar organizes time for what he calls routine 
people. I would venture to discuss how Sebald and Coetzee develop criteria for 
tracing such links.

In the case of Austerlitz, the protagonist struggles to face “the torrent of memory 
(memory in the widest sense, including the historical memory of Europe)” 
(Coetzee and Kurtz 2015, 189), by constructing personal and identitarian 
narratives and by taming the wildness of time as a burden of the unknown and 
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tracing a “topography of memory” (Pieldner 2013). In other words, he links 
recognizable chronology or set of chronologies: “the narrative of his life; the 
narrative of his historical researches; the narrative of his mother’s life, insofar 
as that is recoverable” (Coetzee and Kurtz 2015, 189) and, finally, the promised 
narrative of searching who his father was, Maximilian Auchenbach. This is a 
story that the reader would never discover and hardly can he/she imagine that 
even Austerlitz would recover something of it.

In the case of the Jesus trilogy, the micro-philosophic dialogues are not linked 
by a grand narrative with a search for anything; actually the reader is confronted 
with the answer received by David, the protagonist, that he must accept that 
the world is what it is, that this is how things work, without attributing any 
final cause to anything, even though there are plenty of references to grand 
narratives, symbols, and philosophies of European culture such as Don Quixote, 
Dostoyevsky’s works, Plato’s sky of ideas, the cave myth, the figure of Christ. 
Time sequels do not have even the accumulation of spaces used by Sebald; they 
are linked by their very nature, a catalogue of symbolic elements devoid of their 
own meanings similar to a constellation of pockets of grand narratives devoid of 
time and space retaining only a meaning that, as allegorical as it may seem, is not 
supposed to expose more than the structure of such a complexity.

Hence, Coetzee’s and Sebald’s conceptions of Chronos differ in relation with 
Topos. If Sebald’s prose is suffocated with the texture of a collage of historical 
materials creating what Rancière calls “paper landscapes,” in Coetzee’s prose the 
materiality is diluted revealing the imponderability of space and time. Moreover, 
Sebald himself appreciated Tess Jarray’s art as “oblique” and “weightless” (Cook, 
ed. 2014, 144–145). This specific rendering of time unfolds the complexity of 
the encounter. With Jacques Rancière and J. M. Coetzee as readers of Sebald’s 
prose, the threefold relation builds experiences of time, that although different 
find enough similarities that have their grounds in the act of interpreting W. G. 
Sebald’s work. 

Another key point is that of Robert Pippin, who states that in the Jesus trilogy  
“[f]orgetfulness might be a figure for an unbridgeable gap in time, for the 
irrelevance of remembering a now distant past” (2021, 16). By the same token, 
Ali Smith questions the “translation as a liminal state which admits the never-
definitive, which moves between the original and the new, in the continuing 
refinement of language as communal act, typical of the shared project that all 
writing is” (Cook, ed. 2014, 82) in the case of Sebald’s works, by interpreting 
his texts as aspiring to exist “in the vital state between words and their possible 
meanings, between languages and all possible languages” (Cook, ed. 2014, 82). 
Thus, a specific kind of intermedial space is identified in the two fictions.

Furthermore, two types of anxiety can be identified by the way both authors 
construct new ways of representing time. For David, there is the anxiety that he 
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could fall between the spaces from one step to another, from one star to another, 
from one time to another. For Austerlitz, there is the anxiety of being overwhelmed 
with the multiplicity of details, places and times that should compensate for the 
fact that he finds out several times new histories and names about himself. Hence, 
the horror vacui and horror abundationes seem to be two faces of the same coin. 
Similarly, the two types of anxiety illustrate different modes of tracing the links 
between the stars while asserting that everything is about the act of tracing.

Obsessed with Time. Fed up with Time.  
The Co-existence or Disappearance of Time? 
Conclusions

On the one hand, Jacques Rancière uses his interpretation of Sebald’s work 
to support the development of his well-known theories from The Politics of 
Aesthetics (2004) in The Edges of Fiction (2020). The quoted analysis has a 
particular role in the argumentation of his inquiry “into the revolution by which 
those who are nothing become everything” (2020, 12) as a rationality paradigm. 
He illustrates by treating Sebald as a symptom for the use of temporal frame to 
build new ways to “identify events and actors and other ways of linking them 
to construct shared worlds and shared hi/stories” (2020, 8) and to announce the 
analysis of the structure of “random occurrence” (2020, 128), not to say that he 
recently came to dedicate a whole treaty on the use of time in modern fiction: 
Modern Times: Temporality in Art and Politics (2022). Despite the ideological 
framework to which Rancière subscribes his interpretation, the structures he 
identifies in Sebald’s work are perfectly available for Coetzee’s trilogy.

On the other hand, Coetzee creatively develops Sebald’s endeavour of using a 
different time framework. Namely, he constructs a mode of representation that 
gets rid not only of the time paradigm but also of the space paradigm. If Sebald 
felt the need to compensate his dilution of time causality, rationality by building 
heavy agglomerations of spaces, Coetzee continues this endeavour by cutting 
the rope to earth and materiality, and traces an imponderable prose devoid 
of Chronotopes. He builds a symbolic universality that, surprisingly, is not 
lacking the sense of life or of reality but rather encapsulates life in the scriptural 
reasoning specific to the Christ narratives in the Bible. His prose does not create 
shared experiences; his characters are all alone in the new world. If they do not 
have a past, no matter how painful, to link them, all that actually links them 
is the routine of everyday life with no further significance other than pointing 
the typologies that are naturally sacrificed in such an environment not without 
marking traces behind.
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Given these points, the importance of the problematic of time in 
contemporaneity is of full importance, as Jacques Rancière emphasizes. 
Furthermore, the relationship between Sebald and Coetzee as novelists and 
Rancière as a critic and philosopher illustrates the consequences of changing 
the cause-and-effect time framework as a symptom of a “self-protective urge to 
block off a painful past” (2008, 146) manifested not only on a personal level 
in Sebald’s work but also on a societal level as in Coetzee’s. “The repressed 
always returns,” as Coetzee anticipated (Coetzee and Kurtz 2015, 191). There is 
no possible narrative without this unwritten law, which he identifies as a need 
of the faith that there is justice in the universe. Nevertheless, the broadening of 
modes of representing time is a necessity for the creation of new ways of dealing 
with the painful truth of the past that hangs on the shoulders of humanity. 
The novelists describe the human condition as the condition of the Atlas, but 
instead of a heavy sky, there is a heavy past.
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Abstract. Amy Tan is one of the most significant contemporary Chinese 
American authors, whose personal life, full of family traumas, has 
been openly discussed by the author herself in various forums. Her first 
significant novel, The Joy Luck Club (1989), was her first fictional attempt 
in self-definition via exploring and investigating mother–daughter conflicts, 
ethnic heritage, and the successes and failures in accepting otherness. Tan’s 
novels, especially The Kitchen God’s Wife (1991) and later The Bonesetter’s 
Daughter (2001), are concrete examples of the author’s continuing desire to 
explore deeply rooted personal tragedies through storytelling by relocating 
them from the private sphere to the more public world of fiction. The paper 
focuses primarily, but not exclusively, on the sixteen interconnected stories 
included in The Joy Luck Club. It examines the encounters of literature and 
psychology and the link between autofiction and therapeutic writing. The 
daughters in the novel are constantly re-examining and redefining their 
American Chinese identities and trying to overcome traumas resulting 
from hidden or unprocessed family history, the gap between their cultural 
position and their mothers’. Tan’s voice and self-representation in the 
narrative are investigated, notions of self-reflectiveness and the phenomenon 
of destabilized and fluid identities are highlighted. Special attention is 
paid to the role of memory, personal healing, the conflicting worldviews 
of first-generation Asian immigrants and their American-born daughters, 
experiences of cultural dislocation, childhood memories of abandonment 
and alienation, and their roles in the formation of personal identity in the 
context of Tan’s autofiction.
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Introduction

Amy Tan is one of the most significant American authors who investigate the Chi-
nese immigrant female experience and explore the processes of identity formation. 
The fictional universe of Tan uses stories and events from the author’s own life and 
applies literary devices to explore the author’s own identity, past family history, 
and Chinese ancestry. The Joy Luck Club, Tan’s first novel and commercial success, 
is an excellent example of how the author tries to define herself in the middle of 
personal loss and interpersonal conflicts and how she translates herself into the 
narrative. As a result, the literary work challenges the definitions of autofiction 
and depicts some convincing ways of dealing with personal trauma.

The main aim of this paper is to detect how Tan’s autofictional devices work 
in her novel The Joy Luck Club and to investigate how she has translated herself 
metaphorically into her narrative. Another aim is to find points in the novel that 
show how personal trauma is processed and how life experiences and family 
members can be re-evaluated with the help of time shifts, storytelling, and 
perspective taking.

Autofiction, Life Writing, and Self-Translation

The traditional definitions of life writing and autobiography have been challenged 
by several scholars (e.g. Jordan 2012, Srikanth 2019) during the past few decades, 
and by doing so, generic boundaries have been dissolved, and new definitions 
and even new terms and subgenres have been suggested. Forms of life writing, 
autobiography, memoirs, and autobiographical elements in fiction have been 
examined, and the borderline between fact and fiction and the extent of each in 
texts has been the subject of ongoing debate. Autofiction is a neologism that was 
first proposed in 1977 by Serge Doubrovsky in his work Fils (Jordan 2012, 76). 
Doubrovsky was reacting to the challenge set by Philippe Lejeune’s book Le Pacte 
autobiographique (1975). As Hywel Dix has pointed out, although autofiction 
first appeared in French literary scholarship, literary criticism of Anglophone 
autofiction is steadily growing, and both the theory and the practice of English 
autofiction have emerged recently (2018, 7).

Autofiction differs from autobiography in many ways. Autofiction shifts 
autobiographical self-representation to a fictional level by modifying 
autobiographical data and circumstances. Mara Santi emphasizes that this 
manipulation must be intentional and should not be confused with unconscious 
self-mystification or the failures of memory; it is connected with the 
manipulation of facts to obtain a specific literary effect or express a particular 
theme (2015, 433–434). The major difference between autobiography and 
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autofiction is that autofiction concentrates much more on self-fictionalization, 
its voice is less authoritative, and the autobiographical elements in the text are 
often hidden or modified.

The main difference between Lejeune’s and Doubrovsky’s understanding of 
autofiction is that while the former claims that the author and the narrator are 
identical, the latter and other autofiction scholars argue that the unification of 
these ‘I’ figures (author, real-life person, and narrator) can no longer be trusted 
(Hanczakowski 2020, 128–129). An increasing number of scholars (e.g. Jordan 
2012, Santi 2015, Worthington 2017, Srikanth 2019) discuss the several different 
types of autofiction, where the author’s identity can have a variety of forms and the 
narrator or the protagonist is not necessarily the direct, one-to-one representation 
of the author. Autofiction gives space for the author’s self-exploratory process and 
attempts at self-definition, which often result in experimenting with different 
situations and perspectives in the text altering or adjusting real-life events 
accordingly. Dix emphasizes that a promising contemporary research area within 
autofiction is trauma writing and illness narratives, in which authors deal with 
some trauma or traumatic experience (2018, 4). Writing about trauma is a difficult 
task, especially in the initial phase of treatment, and involves starting, restarting, 
stumbling, going back, and silence, which means that writing about traumatic 
personal experiences may be possible only via shifting the particular experience 
to someone else’s life so that recounting the event or restoring personal experience 
becomes more distant and thus less painful and threatening. In such writings, 
modifying life events and distancing them from the author is very common and 
serves the purpose of protecting the author.

It can be assumed that in autofiction there is a growing tendency to hide 
information about the self for self-protection or to alter information so that the 
storyteller cannot be immediately identified. Lisa McNee conceptualizes this as 
“nomadic identity,” somebody who opens up in the narrative but simultaneously 
protects himself or herself (McNee 2005, qtd. in Jordan 2012, 81–82). Behind 
these hidden events and altered facts, there is often some unprocessed trauma 
or the need to take a new perspective on events to gain a deeper understanding 
of processes and interactions. Jordan claims that in autofiction “confidence is 
placed in the ‘act-value’ rather than the ‘truth-value’ of narrative” (Jordan 2012, 
76). In these novels, the primary purpose is not the reliability of narration or 
the narrator, nor the trustworthiness of the presented events; instead, the major 
focus is shifted to the process of self-repositioning, many times self-distancing, 
the author’s attempt of self-situating, dissociation, self-splitting, and self-
understanding, trying to find a voice in a particular socio-cultural setting with a 
cultural and family heritage. As Srikanth has pointed out, “writers of autofiction 
often deploy extensive fictionality in order to better illuminate actual life 
experiences” (2019, 344).
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Jordan claims that autofiction is characterized by the sense of fracture and self-
estrangement, and hybridity, structural fragmentation, and multi-voicing are used 
as “responses to inherently unstable subject positioning” (2012, 81). Jordan also 
points out that autofiction usually presents culturally hybrid identities (2012, 
81). Instead of presenting fixed identities, autofiction concentrates on the identity 
formation process, the changes of identity, and the individual’s constant quest 
for understanding the several different layers of a complex and multifaceted 
identity. As Jordan calls it, autofiction is a “concentric narrative” (2012, 80), a 
text that heads towards the depth of phenomena and digs deep under the surface 
instead of following a linear structure.

Autofiction, a rich and diverse genre, has been the subject of scholarly 
classification based on various criteria. This diversity is reflected in the numerous 
types and subgenres it encompasses. Based on the definitions of autofiction, 
Panichelli-Batalla, for instance, suggests that while there are several types of 
autofiction, they can be distilled into two fundamental versions: the two extremes 
at the two ends of the scale are realistic autofiction and a fictionalized version 
(2015, 30). Realistic autofiction, as Panichelli-Batalla argues, aligns closely with 
Doubrovsky’s 1977 interpretation, where the story told relates directly to the writer’s 
autobiography but is written in a novelistic way. Fictionalized autofiction, which is 
also called “figurative autofiction,” or “figuration of the self,” however, is a type of 
autofiction where the writer uses his or her name but creates an entirely invented 
character (Panichelli-Batalla 2015, 29–30). These two versions of autofiction seem 
to be centred on two axes: the extent of the author’s presence and the extent of the 
fictionality of autobiographical data in the narrative. However, it is also essential 
to talk about another possible combination, a third type of autofiction, where the 
author writes about his or her own life experiences and own story but puts these facts 
or references into a fictional context. Here, the author creates invented characters, 
imbuing them with the deeds, experiences, and traumas the author has lived 
through. This process of fictionalization serves the purpose of further distancing 
himself or herself from the (traumatic) experiences he or she lived through and 
takes the perspective of an outsider who observes the events and experiences from 
a distance. This phenomenon fits into the framework and practices of therapeutic 
or trauma writing, where the author’s identity is blurred for the previously 
highlighted reasons. This third type of autofiction is a kind of “reality in fiction,” 
in which, although the author’s and the narrator’s or protagonist’s names are not 
identical, the concrete facts and life experiences are so vivid and precise that the 
author’s intensive presence in the narrative is undeniable.

The author’s manifestation in the narrative of autofiction is apparent, whether di-
rect or indirect. However, the authenticity and the validity of the author’s life events 
presented in the narrative have often been discussed, along with the significance 
of their trustworthiness. Panichelli-Batalla writes, “[i]n the literary domain, schol-
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ars often also question the faithfulness of autobiographical novels, documentary 
novels, and autofictions, in the sense of how close they are to the real events of the 
author’s life, but one might wonder whether this question really needs to be raised” 
(2015, 33). This claim also supports the argument that the truth value of the narra-
tive becomes less important and relevant than the process of self-exploration and 
experimentation. Worthington explains that authors of autofiction are consciously 
eliding reality and fiction when constructing the narrative, and the readerly con-
fusion resulting from the questionability of facts and events is “part of the point” 
(2017, 473). Panichelli-Batalla compares autofiction to self-translation, the process 
in which an author translates his or her work into a new language. The reasons 
for self-translation can be intrinsic motives, such as the author wanting to reach a 
wider audience, the fear of being misinterpreted, or extraneous motives, e.g. censor-
ship in the author’s country or the author being forced to move to exile. During this 
process, the author has the liberty to make amendments to the original text, adapt it 
to the cultural demands of the new target audience, new content can be added, tex-
tual enrichment, character development, and changes in the tone or the rhythm of 
the text can be carried out (2015, 31–33). Panichelli-Batalla emphasizes that auto- 
fiction is a metaphorical self-translation (2015, 32). This means that, similarly to 
what happens during self-translation, the author has the freedom of amending life 
events and adjusting and modifying them in the narrative of autofiction.

Amy Tan’s Writing Therapy

Amy Tan’s personal life, full of family traumas, has been openly discussed by the 
author herself at various forums. Her first significant novel, The Joy Luck Club, 
published in 1989 in the USA, is the first fictional attempt at self-definition by 
exploring and investigating mother–daughter conflicts, past traumas, and ethnic 
heritage.

Tan’s novels are concrete examples of the author’s continuous need to explore 
deeply rooted personal tragedies by relocating them from the private sphere to the 
more public world of fiction. Even though her name is never mentioned directly, 
Tan becomes a character in these novels by depicting her identity-formation pro-
cesses and her quest for self-discovery and self-acceptance based on examining 
and overcoming family history, re-examining memories and ethnic heritage from 
various perspectives and time shifts. She has many times openly talked about her 
complicated relationship with her mother, full of wild arguments, misunderstand-
ings and finding out about the existence of her stepsiblings, daughters that Tan’s 
mother had left behind in China, or the death of her father and brother.

The idea of therapeutic writing or writing therapy stems from the belief that 
emotional traumas can be treated in silence and through writing, during which 
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negative feelings and traumas are gradually eased. Amy Tan explains that for her 
writing is a catalyst of emotions and a journey to self-understanding. In the Preface 
to the thirtieth anniversary edition of The Joy Luck Club, Tan writes, “Fiction is 
a portal to a deeper understanding of myself” (2019, vii). She also claims, “I 
understood that the stories I was writing came from unshakable obsessions, deep 
emotions, and a desperate need to be understood” (2019, xi).

Tan’s novels (e.g. The Joy Luck Club, The Bonesetter’s Daughter, The Opposite 
of Fate: Memories of a Writing Life, or Where the Past Begins: Memory and 
Imagination) are examples of a writer’s quest and journey to self-understanding 
and her road to forgiving and processing past traumas she had experienced as a 
young girl. She writes, “I was intuitively guided to a childhood memory of me 
lying in bed, eyes fixed on the ceiling, scared and utterly alone. I recognized 
that child, only now that child was no longer alone. I was with her and gave her 
my complete empathy. With every novel, I have been emotionally shaken and 
exhilarated by unexpected epiphanies” (Tan 2019, vi).

Tan’s unique blend of fact and fiction in her writing allows her to explore 
universal themes such as death, the uncovering of family secrets, the discovery of 
unknown relatives, half-siblings in China, and violence, or even the juxtaposition 
of Chinese and American cultures where she is unable to find her place. These 
are all deeply traumatic experiences that are hard to process. These topics that 
haunt Tan’s personal life are intensively present in her fiction, where writing and 
storytelling serve as tools for healing, self-understanding, and self-(re)discovery.

The Joy Luck Club is composed of sixteen chapters each presenting a story. 
While it is often perceived as a collection of short stories, the narrative is 
ingeniously interconnected, forming a significant whole in the end, which 
supports its classification as a novel. They tell the story of four daughters and 
four mothers (one of whom died before the narrative starts). The dead mother’s 
story is narrated by her daughter, constantly jumping from describing present 
events and remembering her mother to recounting the stories told by her mother. 
All the mothers and daughters in the novel belong to Chinese immigrant families 
in San Francisco who start a club known as “The Joy Luck Club,” playing the 
Chinese game of mah-jong for money. The book is structured similarly to a mah-
jong game: there are four parts divided into four sections to create sixteen chapters 
altogether. It is revealed during the story that the idea of establishing The Joy 
Luck Club in San Francisco (which is the second club with this name) comes 
from China. Jing-Mei’s mother had the idea of The Joy Luck Club in Kweilin to 
divert her attention from the war and lift the spirits of women who were afraid 
of the threat of the war and were waiting for their husbands to come home. Four 
women gathered together every week; they ate Chinese food, which the hostess 
had to prepare to bring them good fortune. They put a bowl of money on display 
so everyone could see it; then they started playing mah-jong. During the game, no 
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one was allowed to speak. After sixteen rounds (there are also sixteen chapters in 
the novel), they started to feast again, talking about funny stories and memories, 
feeling nostalgia for the good times of the past. This was done despite the terrors 
of the war, blood, starvation, murders, and limbs hanging from telephone wires, 
people eating rats, and burning houses with parents inside them. Ben Xu points 
out that the second Joy Luck Club is not only a memory of the first club but also 
“a renewed means of survival” (1994, 6). Suyuan starts the new club as a refugee; 
she has fled from the communist regime in China, and for all the other members, 
who are also immigrants in America, the club represents hope and the promise of 
good luck and joy in a new world, the world of safety and endless possibilities.

The Joy Luck Club is a typical example of autofiction where the author’s presence 
is unquestionable and intensive even though her name is never mentioned 
directly in the narrative and is not identical with any of the protagonists’. Certain 
events in the novel directly refer to Tan’s life experiences and are examples of 
Tan’s self-translation into the narrative. The Chinese-American milieu of San 
Francisco, where Tan grew up, serves as a poignant link between the atmosphere 
of the book and Tan’s life. Her mother was a Chinese immigrant who believed 
“you could be anything you wanted to be in America” (Tan 2019, 151) and was 
still under the influence of the terrors of the old world left behind. However, one 
of the most striking and evident examples of Tan’s presence in the novel is the 
story of Jing-Mei, who is trying to come to terms with her mother’s death. Jing-
Mei is re-evaluating her relationship with her mother, which was not always 
based on mutual understanding and acceptance. After the death of the mother, 
Jing-Mei is informed about the existence of half-sisters in China: her mother 
had given birth to children back in China and had abandoned them during the 
war. Jing-Mei visits them, just like Tan did; however, Jing-Mei’s mother had two 
children in China, whereas Tan’s mother, Daisy, had four, one of whom, a boy, 
had died. Tan visits her half-sisters together with her mother,1 unlike in the novel, 
where Jing-Mei meets the half-sisters with her father after the mother’s death. 
This deliberate modification of the details of this life experience does not affect 
the unquestionable presence of Tan and her traumatic experience in the novel, 
which is a constantly recurring motive.

Another example of Tan’s presence in the novel is that, similarly to Jing-Mei, 
Amy also dropped out of the college chosen for her by her mother (though she 
received a bachelor’s and a master’s degree later). The feeling of being a failure 
and disappointing a mother, not living up to a variety of expectations, is a deeply 
resonant and prevailing emotion experienced by the daughter narrators in The Joy 
Luck Club, and this trauma “is also seen to lend particular shapes and rhythms to 
autofiction” (Jordan 2012, 79).

1	 Amy Tan’s detailed biography at her official website is available at: https://amytan.net/bio-1 
(Last accessed 15 March 2024).

https://amytan.net/bio-1
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Storytelling and the Mother–Daughter Conflict/Bond

The novel’s structure, with its story within a story, serves as a compelling metaphor 
for the Chinese box world of identities. This intricate design underscores the 
profound link between self-definition and the heritage of previous generations, 
which is either a vicious spiral absorbing future generations or inspirational 
power, a stepping-stone towards self-definition. The daughters cannot move 
forward without dwelling on the past and examining their mothers’ and their 
own stories. This storytelling allows re-examining, speaking up, being heard by 
and listening to others. The more times a story is told, the more chance there 
is to understand and be understood. The daughters seem to understand the 
importance of storytelling and that silence, “not telling the story” is often the 
sign of uncontrollable pain and fear. “My mother never talked about her life in 
China, but my father said he saved her from a terrible life there, some tragedy 
she could not speak about,” writes Lena St. Claire about her mother, Ying-Ying 
(Tan 2019, 115). The absence of storytelling or being silent about the past may 
also lead to not being heard any more if one would like to speak again. Ying-Ying 
St. Clair understands that being silent about the past and past traumas can have 
a significant influence on the following generations, one cannot ignore conflicts 
and pains, no matter how painful it is to process them: “And because I remained 
quiet for so long now my daughter does not hear me” (Tan 2019, 69). A critical 
revelation of the novel is that “[t]he daughters’ journeys to voice are completed 
only after they come to the altars of their Chinese mothers” (Booth Foster 2009, 
110). Solving transgenerational tensions and traumas can be done together and by 
facing the past, understanding one’s own story and identity can only be carried 
out by investigating and understanding the stories of previous generations, even 
if they are based on conflict and violence.

One of the most significant themes of The Joy Luck Club is the mother–daughter 
relationship and all the tensions, misunderstandings, and emotional highs and 
lows connected with it. The novel presents a complex network of grandmothers, 
mothers and daughters, mothers-in-law, sisters-in-law, generations of women 
with interconnected stories, women who seem to be highly different (one woman 
in China being the victim of forced marriage and another one, a new-generation 
Chinese-American woman going to university and pursuing a career). However, 
the invisible bond between them seems to be so powerful that understanding 
the heritage of the mothers and grandmothers and investigating their stories 
and motives turns out to be the only way to self-understanding. As Ingman has 
pointed out, “[d]uring the course of the twentieth century the mother–daughter 
relationship has increasingly fascinated women writers who have seen in the 
bond with the mother the beginnings of their own story. Writing about their 
mothers they come to understand themselves” (1999, 1).
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The differences between mothers and daughters, Chinese culture and Chinese 
American identity have a central role in the novel. After putting together the 
fragments, the pieces make up a whole and show that the experiences of previous 
generations, family heritage, all the conflicts they went through are incorporated 
in and are integral parts of the daughters’ identities, and to come to terms with 
traumas, they need to face and accept the past. All the seven storytellers (and also 
the recollections of the eighth woman’s, the dead mother’s story) in all the sixteen 
stories show their quest for identity, which seems to be a persistent thematic 
concern in Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club (Hamilton 1999, 125). The mothers’ 
perseverance and faith are tested during times of war, violence, and isolation in 
a historical period and culture where, as Heung has put it:

women are regarded as disposable property or detachable appendages despite 
their crucial role in maintaining the family line through childbearing. […] the 
marginal status of Chinese women shows itself in their forced transfer from 
natal families to other families through the practice of arranged marriage, 
concubinage, adoption, and pawning. The position of women – as daughters, 
wives, and mothers – in Chinese society is therefore markedly provisional, 
with their status and expendability fluctuating according to their families’ 
economic circumstances, their ability to bear male heirs, and the proclivities 
of authority figures in their lives. (Heung 1993, 601)

The difference between the cultural and social context in which the mothers 
socialized and the traumas they had gone through seem to prevent/hinder their 
communication with the daughters, who are citizens of the more liberal American 
culture, a much more individual-centred environment, where questioning authorities 
is not only not forbidden, it is even encouraged. They speak different languages. 
Whenever the mothers get emotionally moved, they immediately switch to Chinese, 
and even when speaking English, their English is imperfect, with grammar and 
stylistic mistakes. By providing an insight into the conflict between an American-
born Chinese woman and her Chinese immigrant mother, a significant gap between 
two cultural universes and experiences is presented and the exploration of the ethnic 
self is depicted. Mark Singer explains, “Tan creates two entirely different scripts of 
cultural identity, a realistically-outlined ‘American’ identity for the daughters and 
an Orientalized ‘Chinese’ one for their mothers” (2001, 324).

The novel presents a decentred narrative in a multi-perspectival form with 
first-person storytelling, a collection of voices that are interconnected and seem 
to participate in the broader dialogue, a phenomenon which Stephen Souris 
calls “inter-monologue dialogicity” or “the potential for active intermingling of 
perspectives across utterances” (1994, 100). However, it is not a simple cacophony 
of voices but a kind of dialogicity where the intensity of each voice changes with 
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time, and the reception of each voice is also different. The daughters, as young 
girls, understand their mothers differently than they do as adults. At a young age, 
the mother’s voice they hear is often aggressive, offensive, and criticizing, and so is 
their reaction to that. “I didn’t have to do what my mother said anymore. I wasn’t 
her slave. This wasn’t China. I had listened to her before and look what happened. 
She was the stupid one” (Tan 2019, 163), says Jing-Mei in the first part of the 
chapter titled “Two Kinds” when remembering how she was forced by her mother 
to take piano lessons. When she feels hopeless against her mother’s impossible 
expectations to become a prodigy, she shouts in her painful outburst, “Why don’t 
you like me the way I am? I’m not a genius!” (Tan 2019, 156). What she hears is the 
cold response of her mother saying, “‘Only two kinds of daughters,’ she shouted 
in Chinese. ‘Those who are obedient and those who follow their own mind! Only 
one kind of daughter can live in this house. Obedient daughter!’” (Tan 2019, 164). 
Jing-Mei’s pain and madness make her reply wildly, saying words that aim to hurt 
the mother: “I wish I were dead! Like them” (Tan 2019, 164), by which she refers 
to the half-siblings who had been abandoned by her mother and left behind in 
China. The mother does not respond to these cruel words, she remains silent, the 
typical way all four Chinese mothers process trauma in the novel. A couple of 
years later, Jing-Mei returns to her mother as an adult, and they start to talk about 
the piano and taking piano lessons; however, the voice she hears, her mother’s 
voice is much more gentle this time. This mother is more supportive and caring, 
someone who believes in her daughter and loves her unconditionally: “‘You pick 
up fast,’ said my mother, as if she knew this was certain. ‘You have natural talent. 
You could been genius if you want to’” (Tan 2019, 165).

Examining the mothers’ past, exploring and re-evaluating the problems of the 
mother–daughter relationship from different perspectives and a distance leads to 
various epiphanies in the novel.

And then it occurs to me. They are frightened. In me, they see their own 
daughters, just as ignorant, just as unmindful of all truths and hopes they 
have brought to America. They see daughters who grow impatient when 
their mothers talk in Chinese, who think they are stupid when they explain 
things in fractured English. They see that joy and luck do not mean the 
same to their daughters, that to these closed American-born minds “joy 
luck” is not a word, it does not exist. They see daughters who will bear 
grandchildren born without any connecting hope passed from generation 
to generation. (Tan 2019, 35)

The daughters can achieve balance and find security in the world only when 
they acknowledge the past and the motives of their mothers and when they 
finally understand their stories, fears and insecurities, as well as their Chinese 
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heritage and ancestry. As M. Mary Booth Foster has pointed out, “Voice finds 
its form in the process of interaction, even if that interaction is conflict” (2009, 
97). This conflict not only leads to understanding and the daughters’ emotional 
relief but even to love, the love of their mothers: “Here is how I came to love my 
mother. How I saw in her my own true nature. What was beneath my skin. Inside 
my bones” (Tan 2019, 45). The healing process involves painful recollections 
and interactions, but this is the only way to forgiveness and achieving peace. 
“Because sometimes that is the only way to remember what is in your bones. 
You must peel off your skin, and that of your mother, and her mother before her. 
Until there is nothing. No scar, no skin, no flesh” (Tan 2019, 45). The daughters 
eventually gain strength from their mothers or from the stories of their mothers 
and learn how to overcome life difficulties. Their recollections of their mother’s 
identity and stories from the point of view of a little girl and then through the 
eyes of their adult selves show the importance of perspective and distance taking.

Conclusions

Autofiction has become of central interest in literary criticism; its genre, 
characteristics, and classification have been the subject of discussion. New 
subgenres of autofiction have emerged and have initiated the redefinition and 
re-examination of basic concepts in life writing.

Analysing Amy Tan’s The Joy Luck Club from the point of view of autofiction, 
self-translation, and therapeutic writing offers a deeper understanding of both 
the novel and Tan’s attempt at self-definition and self-positioning. The novel’s 
non-cohesive structure, non-linear timeline, and disjointed memories reflect the 
fragmented nature of identity. It is a concentric narrative, where moving forward 
first requires moving deep down under the surface. There are various points in 
the narrative where the success of autofictional devices in trauma processing 
can be detected in the form of epiphanies and emotional relief. The significant 
redefinition of the mother–daughter relationship from various perspectives and 
in various stages of life becomes the key in defining identity and achieving a 
resolution and reconciliation.
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Abstract. In the aftermath of World War II, Canada stood at a crossroads 
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The Other on the part of both Anglo- and Franco-Canadians. At that time, its 
identity was only in the process of forming itself into a prospective national 
conscience. Hugh MacLennan was one of the few writers of that period to 
try to understand the full depths and intricacies of the historical burden 
characterizing the difficult coexistence of the two “Founding Nations.” In 
his specific, personal way, MacLennan tried to show and prove that these 
national, linguistic, social, as well as religious barriers should be finally 
abandoned as a matter of the past. Communicating his sympathies and 
understanding for the French-speaking “minority” within the whole of 
Canada through his novels may seem to be, yet is not, his primary goal. 
Another significant objective of his frequently didactic novels was to show 
the undeniably influential role of Britishness and Americanness in the 
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important than attempting to solve the endless, insoluble skirmishes between 
the English and French Canadians. Not only were the striking differences 
between Canadians, and Americans and the British a way to help define 
Canadianness, but the encounter(s) with The Other on the outside presented 
a potential prospect of solidifying and strengthening the “internal Canadian 
bond,” with MacLennan’s oeuvre contributing to the very definition of the 
modern Canadian nation’s identity. Taking into account views related to the 
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1. Introduction

1.1. A Quick Historical Introduction

Canada was, alongside the US, one of the countries where migrants flew by 
thousands as early as before World War I, and they did not cease in the twentieth 
century either. Canada’s individual minorities – such as Italians, the Irish, the 
Scotch,1 and many others – that were becoming more visible as time progressed 
tended to gather regionally, or even locally. A typical example is the province of 
Nova Scotia with a population of predominantly Scottish origin. Nova Scotia and 
its capital, Halifax, became a decisive and formative locale for Hugh MacLennan 
as a personality, and for his future oeuvre. Despite the changing demographic 
landscape of the country – especially in the non-Maritime provinces that were 
much larger territorially and thus able to welcome more immigrants than the 
tiny Maritimes –, the issues of the two “Founding Nations,” i.e. Anglo- and 
Franco-Canadians, have not ceased to put pressure on the otherwise peaceful and 
conflict-free cohabitation of individual components of the Canadian population. 
Yet, Canadian unity was never put into question, nor were thoughts considering a 
Québec independence laid on the table in the first half of the twentieth century. In 
this context, it may thus appear as an unforeseen surprise that some intellectuals, 
MacLennan included, were afraid for Canadian unity decades before the first 
such proposals started appearing in the public space. Not only did these “endless 
skirmishes” of the “two majorities”2 put a question mark over the existence of 
Canada as such, but, taken from a more positive perspective, they provided 
Canadians with a renewed impetus to finally try and find an answer relating to 
their identity as such.

Hugh MacLennan played an important role in this process, fulfilling at first the 
role of a persona grata who was always welcomed in public discussions. These 
were mostly happening on the radio broadcasts, for the radio was, in those times, 
the main mass media and was able to reach large audiences. Hugh MacLennan 
was pleased to be invited to radio discussions, such as a CBC trialogue on 
current affairs with John Humphrey and Émile Vaillancourt broadcast on 29 
November 1942. The composition of this trio was not coincidental, as “the three 

1	 “Scotch” has its specific meaning of “Scottish Highlanders” throughout MacLennan’s texts; 
cf. Wain talking about Macrae in Barometer Rising (MacLennan 2007, 133) or the narrator’s 
mentions of “Scotch,” or even “Scotch Irish” in The Precipice (MacLennan 2013, 8–10). The 
word also appears in the title of MacLennan’s famous essays published in the volume The 
Scotchman‘s Return and Other Essays (1960). Cockburn (1970, 101) concludes that this use 
of the word “is the author’s [i.e. MacLennan’s] intention” to make it correspond specifically to 
“(Scottish) Highlanders.”

2	 This artificially fabricated collocation is an allusion to the name of MacLennan’s famous 1945 
novel Two Solitudes.
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[men] apparently represent[ed] these three founding peoples” (Hobbins 1993, 
121), with Hugh MacLennan supposed to speak on behalf of the people of his 
origin, the Scottish Highlanders. As the discussion on the radio “got under way, 
[MacLennan] found himself more or less in the middle, sympathetic to both 
English and French points of view” (Cameron 1981, 165), which is valid both 
for the discussion in question and the writer’s general, long-term attitudes. The 
demeaning term used then for the issue they were discussing was “the French 
problem.” The accusatory nature of this appellation, prejudiced against the 
Québec majority population, showed the naked truth: English Canadians were, 
for the most part, unable to see at that time that they were the other originator 
of this state-wide issue, one that was, after all, rather a consequence of a lack of 
communication and, to a certain degree, also a lack of openness in the otherwise 
virtually non-existent Canadian intercultural dialogue of the time.

Besides looking at the question of their identity, Canadians also started to 
feel the American pressure with an increased intensity. Although this pressure 
had no more the form of the nineteenth-century plans of possible annexations 
of Canadian territory, the American tendency to dominate transformed in the 
twentieth century into softer forms that were almost below the threshold making 
their mere perception possible, yet they still alarmed certain segments of the 
population, and have not ceased to do so ever since. Canadians, happier to buy 
American goods rather than Canadian, did not realize the danger of such behaviour 
for their own future economic expansion. Canadian writers, when they wanted to 
be known, abroad as well as in Canada, were often forced by economic conditions 
to publish in the United States. Encounters with the American influence were 
thus impossible to avoid in nearly every aspect of life as early as in the time of 
the publication of the three novels discussed in this article. The contacts with the 
sole neighbour made many Canadians ask themselves how exactly they differed 
from Americans. MacLennan was no exception to this increasingly pressing 
tendency, and he transposed this matter into the tissue of his novels. Based on 
the above, this article is going to offer an analysis of the first three novels by Hugh 
MacLennan presented below in terms of Americanness and – to a lesser extent – 
Britishness as driving forces helping define Canadianness.

1.2. Canadianness as a Feature to Be Explored

In the context given above, there seem to be two natural ways in the process 
of trying to define Canadianness, or typical Canadian features: an internal 
comparison of individual components of the Canadian population can be made, 
or, of course, the external comparison with the sole immediate neighbour, the 
United States (and, where appropriate or necessary, with the mother country, the 
United Kingdom), is also an option. The former of the two attitudes was realized 
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in MacLennan’s novels by means of a specific type of character that I suggest 
to call “the new Canadian.” Unlike “old Canadians,” the “new,” usually young 
Canadian characters understood the necessity to stop the incessant series of 
useless scuffles without any prospect of victory on either side. Having dealt with 
the internal view of the matter by creating this new character type, MacLennan 
attends to the latter by means of focusing on a second plan, on “the American 
element,” which term I suggest to be understood, for the purposes of this article, 
as both individual characters appearing throughout the novels on the one hand 
and generalizing characteristics of the American nation and Americanness as 
such on the other hand.

The imminence of the issue of defining Canadian identity seems to be 
increasing for MacLennan over time, as – from Barometer Rising (1941) through 
Two Solitudes (1945) to The Precipice (1948) – he does find courage to progress 
from initially indirect and rather broad yet somewhat vague descriptions or mere 
remarks and allusions to particular, almost palpable distinction, characters being 
depicted with the intention of contrasting them again to the Canadian reality. 
However, these three early novels3 do not do so in a one-sided manner, only 
seeing one side and ignoring the other. Instead, MacLennan tries to offer a wide 
panorama of individual types of Americans, out of which a general picture can be 
drawn and deduced, becoming one of the helping aspects in defining – by means 
of an inverted comparison to Americans (and the British) – who Canadians were. 
But, in order to know who they were, they also needed to know who they were not. 
This definition by contrast seemed to be a more appropriate choice, specifically 
because of the culture, language, and other “national” features shared by the 
Canadian and British societies to a larger and by the Canadian and American 
societies to a degree that appears to be seemingly lesser at a first glance.

While the methodology will mostly rely on the imagological approach to the 
analysis of the viewpoints of individual characters in MacLennan’s early novels 
on identitary issues, the theoretical background will refer to the post-colonial 
interpretation, especially in accordance with The Empire Writes Back by Ashcroft, 
Griffith, and Tiffin (2003). The reasons for the choice of the latter perspective are 
the following: (1) the post-colonial perspectives of (and in) Canadian literature 
of the period; (2) the fact that MacLennan was one of those writers who tried to 
get rid of the deeply rooted “colonial” views; (3) the atmosphere in the novels 
analysed, especially as much as the characters belonging (not necessarily by age 
but mentally) to the “elderly generation” are concerned.

3	 The three novels are called early in terms of their date of publication, not that of their maturity, 
in the context of MacLennan’s entire novelistic oeuvre comprising seven novels spanning 
between 1941 and 1980. Another reason to consider them separately from the other novels is 
the fact that the other four novels have different, thematically “more universal(ist)” aspirations.
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2. Quest for Canadian Identity in Individual Novels

Initially considering himself to be an “unsuccessful” writer because of two 
repeatedly refused manuscripts, MacLennan succeeded not a long time after with 
Barometer Rising, his third text which became his first novel ever published. It 
was as early as in this novel that one of MacLennan’s main goals in literature 
appeared: try and define who the inhabitants of Canada were. The following 
paragraphs offer a brief presentation of individual components of that general 
intention behind MacLennan’s overly didactic (cf. Cockburn 1970, Woodcock 
1980) writing.

2.1. Barometer Rising (1941)

André Dodeman (2023, n. p.) describes this novel published in 1941 as being “set 
in the small Canadian town of Halifax during WWI which rapidly transcends its 
rather limited geography to become the stage for world events.” I would argue 
slightly with such characterization in the sense of missing elements in it: The 
Halifax Explosion of 1917 was, besides being an event terrible beyond common 
human imagination, also one that can be read symbolically as the explosion in a 
place that was a tie of Canada to the “mother country.”4 But, as MacLennan puts 
it himself, his hometown, “Halifax, more than most towns, seemed governed by 
a fate she neither made nor understood, for it was her birthright to serve the 
English in time of war and to sleep neglected when there was peace” (MacLennan 
2007, 45–46; all emphases mine). The neglect in times of peace was supposedly a 
sign of the weakening of those ties that had already been in progress.

A parallel can be drawn between Halifax, being only exploited when the 
Empire was in the need of being “helped,” on the one hand, and the whole 
country, including its inhabitants in the sense of military force, on the other 
hand. To illustrate the general British attitude (accepted in Canada at the time 
when Canadians were still British citizens or subjects), Stanley Baldwin can be 
used as an example. A mere two years after he stopped serving his third cadency 
as Britain’s Prime Minister, he spoke in the Falconer lectures (Baldwin 1939) of 
the importance of the Empire (and not Canada!) to Canadians who gathered to 
listen to his speeches. The nature of his speeches proved, somewhat indirectly 
though, that the ties were not ready yet to be cut in between Canada and “the 
mother country” across the Atlantic, and simultaneously it showed that Baldwin 
himself was unable to truly understand the Canadian perspective that was 
already about to change. This inaptitude to understand appears to have been 

4	 The term has been used by many scholars as well as public personalities, such as politicians, 
and its implied meaning only confirms the strong (and relatively close) ties between Canada and 
Britain.
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characteristic especially of politicians; ordinary people were most likely readier 
to accept the new reality. And when, towards the end of the novel (i.e. in the 
immediate aftermath of the explosion, which can [and should] be perceived as an 
explosion that has blown “the old tie” between the two countries into pieces, its 
force having scattered debris for miles around the town), when Penny asks Neil 
Macrae why he was glad to be back (to Canada), he answers, “A man has to think 
he hasn’t got a country before he knows what having one means” (MacLennan 
2007, 302), which is the shortest condensation possible of the external Canadian 
experience, i.e. the experience of people who have been abroad “only” to realize, 
and possibly get to know, what Canada and being Canadian meant to them, both 
personally and in general. Many Canadians have that experience, and many “had 
to” go through it to find out who they were and where their allegiance belonged.

As a matter of fact, Canadians did not have a country of their own. Their domestic 
affairs were decided elsewhere but not on Canadian soil. Despite a growing 
discontentment and disenchantment with the status quo, those who “pulled 
Canada into England’s wars” (MacLennan 2007, 74) seemed to be able to forestall, 
at least temporarily, the disintegration of the Empire, and could thus count on 
the fact that “Canadians [would offer] their lives without question” (MacLennan 
2007, 74) in its conflicts. Those who pulled the strings of the events were not only 
politicians and not uniquely external to Canada in the territorial or identitary 
sense of the word. There were also English-Canadians like Geoffrey Wain, the 
villain in The Precipice, “who had remained essentially a colonist himself, never 
really believing that anything above the second rate could exist in Canada, a 
man who had not thought it necessary to lick the boots of the English but had 
merely taken it for granted that they mattered and Canadians didn’t” (MacLennan 
2007, 284). Wain thought that the whole town would be his, but he based that 
much-wished-for dominance on a lie: to cover his own mistake in a decision on 
a battlefield, he put all the blame on the presumably dead Neil Macrae. Neil is 
Wain’s son-in-law, who was not wanted in the Wain family, just as, later on in 
Two Solitudes, Paul Taillard is not much wanted in the Methuen family. Despite 
the attempts of their respective families to oust them – for economic reasons in 
the former case and for nationalistic reasons in the latter –, both young men did 
bring change into both families until then “unmistakably” controlled by “elders” 
represented by characters such as Wain, or Huntley McQueen in Two Solitudes.

MacLennan likes to introduce to his novels characters that are important both 
for the plot and because of their positive influence on other characters, and yet 
they are also ostracized onto, or even beyond, the edges of the “regular” society. 
Such is the case of Angus Murray. Murray is the sage who can see beyond the 
limited vision of ordinary people. He is “the wise sceptic” who supports views 
that are not accepted by (or are unacceptable for) the majority of the society. 
However, the mentions of his disapproving attitudes towards the war – and 
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“Canada’s participation in it, of three-quarters of the governments which made 
the policies for the British Empire” (MacLennan 2007, 73–74) – do not put him in 
the position of somebody who does not want to fight for his country or, in fact, for 
the Empire in this very case. Murray has, indeed, fought previously, has survived 
and come back, but seems to be unable to settle down in regular everyday life. 
He often ponders Canada’s situation for, just like MacLennan himself, he truly 
cares for his country. Indubitably, he cares about it much more than those who 
mischievously present themselves as caring, such as Colonel Wain.

Angus Murray wonders whether “[p]erhaps some scientist of the future [...] 
would be able to analyse the nature of the chain which bound Canada to England. 
Certainly no one could do so now, for the links were tenuous” (MacLennan 2007, 
73). Murray is seconded in such deliberations quite aptly by Neil Macrae, who 
is upset about Canadians, “this nation undiscovered by the rest of the world and 
unknown to itself, these people neither American nor English, nor even sure 
what they wanted to be, this unborn mightiness, this question-mark, this future 
for himself, and for God knew how many millions of mankind” (MacLennan 
2007, 110). Neil is apparently more upset about Canadians than Murray. Neil 
uses the demonstratives “this” and “these” in the first half of the quote wryly; as 
far as Murray is concerned, his attitude is much more conciliatory than Macrae’s. 
However, both characters share their fear, for Canadians with MacLennan, 
realizing that Canada was “neither a colony nor an independent nation, neither 
English nor American” (MacLennan 2007, 284), and this “state-in-betweenness” 
was not to the country’s benefit any more. Therefore, it is necessary for Canadians 
to get to know themselves and “[become] the keystone to hold the world together” 
(MacLennan 2007, 284), which, judged from today’s point of view, is an almost 
prophetic vision of the role that Canada was going to play in the aftermath of 
World War II, a tendency that had begun long before the war did.

Americans are still somewhat absent both from the plot and the reflections 
made either by the narrator or by individual characters. The remarks prove a 
certain distance, as if the longest unguarded border in the world between the 
two countries in question were an insurmountable barrier beyond which lives a 
people that is impossible to truly encounter. The remarks are thus very indirect 
and show how little Canadians knew about Americans (and vice versa, of course). 
As a result, the American presence in Barometer Rising was not only impossible 
for that moment but also unnecessary. The ties with the mother country had to be 
cut first. The pressure of the barometer was going up, the heat also, as “[h]ardly 
anyone in Canada really understood the legal obligations of his own country to 
England” and, more importantly, “[h]ardly anyone cared” (MacLennan 2007, 73).

Several conclusions result from the above. First of all, Wain, mentioned above, 
appears to be the first prototype of the colonial mind and attitudes united in one 
person’s mind. He will be followed by many, with increasing intensity, and, as 
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some motives do tend to be recurrent in the three novels, their repetition seems to 
be showing the importance of the topic for MacLennan, who, just like Athanase 
Tallard5 in Two Solitudes, believes that modern views will prevail in the end. 
The contrast between “the old” and “the young” Canadian characters reminds 
of the everlasting battles between the young and the old in any and all cultures 
of the world. Yet, some characters who are not young any more (exemplified 
here by Angus Murray) do understand the demands of the young for the overall 
atmosphere in the country having to change.

Historically speaking, Barometer Rising still introduces rather British 
characters and elements symbolically dominating – in a somewhat hidden way 
– the Canadian public sphere. Some symbolical appearances are explicit such 
as the many “thousands of soldiers” (MacLennan 2007, 73) marching through 
the streets of Halifax. Others may appear to be more discreet, yet with their 
symbolism still strong enough for everybody to understand, such as that of “a 
British bulldog standing on a White Ensign draped over the stern of a battleship 
while a Canadian beaver [is] crouched in the corner and sharpen[ing] its teeth” 
(MacLennan 2007, 178).

All in all, Canada, as it appears in Barometer Rising, has not yet divested itself 
fully of the British colonial yoke, but the threats symbolized by the modern US 
have not been fully taken into account in this novel yet.

2.2. Two Solitudes (1945)

Not only is the retrieval of quite many similarities between Two Solitudes 
and the previous novel possible because Hugh MacLennan did use repetition 
through variation as one of his typically personal writing techniques but also 
for the apparently continued attempts to define Canadianness, this time using 
an internal perspective comparing the view of French and English Canadians. 
Besides all the apparent similarities with the previous novel, Two Solitudes is 
distinct in terms of its attempts to define Americanness, first of all for merely 
including it in the novel and secondly for its comparisons of the two nations 
being directly contrasted to the general “philosophical” remarks disconnected 
from any everyday-life examples in the previous novel.

Yet, the focus in the novel is not entirely on Americans, as another, internal, 
issue still needs to be dealt with before the third novel finally being able to look 
straight into the American face. This notion, as it was used in those times, proves 
how far the majority of English Canadians were from being able to imagine that, 
historically, they also had their share in the creation of the issue. But there was 
another point of view in assessing “the French presence” on North American 
soil, provided, quite surprisingly, by Stanley Baldwin trying to remind the public 

5	 For more details on this character, see Míča 2021.
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in his Canadian speeches (mentioned above) that Canada should “[n]ever forget it 
was the loyalty of Quebec in the American War of Independence and subsequently 
that settled the future destiny of Canada and makes her nationhood to-day 
a reality” (Baldwin 1939, 11). In other words, it might have been much easier 
for Americans to truly realize their “annexation whims” had it not been for the 
French Canadian element being in their way, for as disloyal as the Quebecers had 
been to the (British!) Empire, they would be no less disloyal to the Anglophone 
United States of America.

Certainly, in the novel itself, there were the Methuens, who “rather [...] 
considered themselves an extension of the British Isles, more vigorous than 
the English because their blood was Scotch, more moral because they were 
Presbyterians” (MacLennan 2018, 159). Not only did such attitudes separate 
them from Heather Methuen’s modern views that have shattered this colonial 
past from both her thoughts and her actions; these also condemned the whole 
family to remain in that very colonial past and become “rare specimens” for 
whom there will be no place in the future once modernity takes over.

It must be noted, though, that Heather constitutes an exception in the Methuen 
family. She cannot share her modern attitudes with anyone, except for old Uncle 
Yardley, who, despite the significant difference between their ages, shares her 
views. When she meets Paul, they become inseparable for they realize that they 
are (the) “two solitudes,” and if they ever get separated again, there would be 
no future for them in the Canadian society which has not woken up from its 
“Victorian sleep” yet, the expression not meaning that much diffidence but rather 
a specific kind of backwardness characteristic of a large part of the Canadian 
society at that time. Paul’s and Heather’s openness to novelty, as well as the 
freshness of their general attitudes, remind others of Americans: “To a European 
[Paul] looked English, but an Englishman would probably put him down as an 
American” (MacLennan 2018, 352).

Regardless of such judgements by outsiders, Paul’s Canadianness is connected 
primarily to his life experience outside Canada. “Between the summer of 1934 
and the summer of 1937 Paul had been at sea almost continuously [...] from 
St. John’s and Halifax down to the West Indies” (MacLennan 2018, 353) and, 
travelling across the globe, he had a chance to realize what his country was, how 
much he missed it, and what its values were. Paul’s experience outside of Canada 
confirms that of Neil Macrae and of many others after him: only after travelling 
the globe did Paul truly learn about the identity of his country. Only by observing 
and analysing The Other do Canadians seem capable of defining themselves.

Very few are those who can see other issues than the French–English problem 
within Canada. One of them is Huntley McQueen. While others categorize 
Americans in terms of “the frantic American rush after money” (MacLennan 
2018, 15), McQueen “was going to prove that Canada was sounder than the 
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United States” (MacLennan 2018, 291). As bad a character as McQueen can be, 
he does support Canada in his own yet very specific way, being simultaneously 
(and MacLennan with him) aware of another potentially dangerous trend, as 
“ten per cent of the college graduates [...] found it so difficult to get what they 
wanted in Canada that you could always count on them drifting south to the 
States” (MacLennan 2018, 292). Yet, the fact that “he was cautious, and he would 
build his house brick by brick” (MacLennan 2018, 125) will very likely make him 
lose the race for his Canadian version of “the American dream.” The voracious 
appetites of his American counterparts announce a possibility of a much darker 
future in terms of domination of consumerism in Canada, and a loss of the ability 
to compete economically with the southern neighbour.

This prediction seems to be confirmed by the French Canadians who, “[b]y some 
profound instinct, [...] distrusted and disliked the American pattern of constant 
change [knowing that] it was ruthless, blind and uncontrollable” (MacLennan 
2018, 87). The “priest-ridden” (MacLennan 2013, 46) world of the pastorally 
picturesque French Canada, looking back with nostalgia at the eighteenth-century 
heyday of the French in America that New France once represented, may have 
looked as an obstruction to English Canada’s economic prosperity. However, the 
idea that the Quebecers’ nature and attitudes contributed to preventing North 
America from becoming one vast English-speaking ocean by keeping the Canadian 
unity, as professed by Baldwin (1939), does not appear to be as strange as before. 
Neil Macrae observes in Barometer Rising clouds that “built up an enormous, 
purple wall over the American border to the south” (MacLennan 2007, 61), as if 
the eye of God tried to warn Canadians in a symbolical manner that they should 
not follow Americans into that “precipice” that Americans were running towards 
without knowing what was beyond. This symbol might also be a mere depiction 
of “the mental inaccessibility” of America for Canadians.

Observing events from his outsider position, Athanase Tallard (as an echo of 
Angus Murray from Barometer Rising) does not doubt at all that “changes were 
certain to come, nevertheless. They would either come from the outside, from 
the English and Americans as they were coming now, or they would come from 
French-Canadians like himself” (MacLennan 2018, 86). The purple wall over the 
border was not going to hold forever.

It can be concluded from the above that Two Solitudes is on a crossroads between 
the internal and external comparisons mentioned above in section 1.2. With the 
American element silenced in this novel, the Methuens, strongly opposed to the 
French element, seem to represent the British element, but, seemingly, nobody 
but themselves takes them for “British” any more. The “British issue” is thus 
seemingly disappearing, and, once the antagonism between French and English 
Canadians is solved – or, in other words, a path is found “towards the integration 
of the Francophone difference into the national all-Canadian identity” (Kolinská 
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and Prajznerová 2009: 142) –, there will only be space for “the new Canadian.” 
Paul Taillard, as the model of this new modern Canadian is interestingly perceived 
differently by Europeans, and by the English. Symbolically, the English putting 
him down as an American shows the shift in appearances, judgments by the 
others, as well as qualitative shifts in Canadian character and conscience.

2.3. The Precipice (1948)

Out of the first three novels, The Precipice is to be called “the most American” 
one. Such a label looks, indeed, paradoxical, as the novel opens with a rather 
detailed description of everyday life in the “stiff-necked” (MacLennan 2013, 
12) and “dull” (MacLennan 2013, 12) yet typically Canadian town of Grenville. 
Inexistent on the map, it is intended to represent the typical Canadian qualities. 
Loyal to the past, “[t]he ferments and the revolutions of the past twenty years 
might never have existed so far as this town was concerned. Until the Grenvilles 
of Canada were debunked from top to bottom, [...] there would be no fun and no 
future for anyone in the country” (MacLennan 2013, 12). The quote summarizes 
the general attitude of Bruce Fraser, a character who seems to represent “the 
typical Canadian spirit of the time,” towards Canadianness of both the town and 
the entire country. The last part of this quote makes, beyond any doubt, a direct 
connection between the fictitious Grenville and the real Canada of those times, 
making Grenville a Canadian microcosm.

It is here, somewhere in the middle of Canada, where the comparison with the 
American element begins. The dullness of the town is contrasted against American 
vivacity and openness, and the conservative views of the inhabitants of Grenville 
sticking to their, nowadays almost nonsensical, tradition rooted in them “from the 
day the first United Empire Loyalist had marked out his lot a century and a half 
ago” (MacLennan 2013, 12). In the stillness of this very moment, Steve Lassiter, an 
embodiment of the American element, appears on the scene.

Before delving into this topic, the Canadian locale should be presented in 
more detail. The plot of the novel turns around (but not exclusively) a trio of 
sisters. Perceived symbolically, the constellations of power between the sisters 
is a descriptive, plastic tableau of one generation living on the edge of the old 
age and a beginning of a new era. Jane, Lucy, and Nina are the same generation 
in the genetic sense of the term, but not in that of the values that guide their 
lives: Jane appears to be a guardian of the old tradition, becoming a “collective 
conscience” (MacLennan 2013, 116) of this “stiff-necked” (MacLennan 2013, 12) 
society; Lucy is expecting the upcoming change but is unable to seek it actively; 
and Nina, the youngest, is the least connected to the traditions and the past 
burdening the whole family: “Nina, being nine years younger, had grown up 
with moving pictures” (MacLennan 2013, 28), which is, in a way, unthinkable 



51 Maxmilian RHYS

for the two older sisters. “Moving pictures” is a term belonging to the beginnings 
of cinematography, yet Nina represents the future course of the whole society: 
technology and modernity are finally going to prevail.

As far as the distrusting gazes of the Grenville inhabitants are concerned, Steve 
Lassiter, “the American” (MacLennan 2013, 14; emphasis mine), is everything 
that the local inhabitants are not. Lassiter is thus perceived as an imminent threat 
putting all of the Grenville tradition in danger. In this respect, the Grenville 
posterity of the United Empire Loyalists is no different from the inhabitants of 
Saint-Marc-des-Érables in Two Solitudes. Lucy, who, unlike Nina, is an adult, 
applies the mechanism of childish curiosity as far as getting to know Steve Lassiter 
is concerned. Being afraid of him, she cannot wait to know him better. As Steve 
notes much later on, when they live together in the United States, Lucy and himself 
“are the same kind” (MacLennan 2013, 265). They are the same because they share 
the same experience: what Jane and their late father symbolize for Lucy, Steve has 
experienced with his own father, each of them belonging to another world.

Lucy and Steve are both curious to know The Other. Steve has come to Grenville 
with other, mainly economically-oriented goals that his employer entrusts him 
with. Gradually, and maybe subconsciously, he is eager to get to know the 
unknown: what Lucy deems to be the uninteresting parts of her personality is 
utterly attractive for him, as he is deeply dissatisfied with the shallowness of the 
relationships he had in the past in America. Lucy, on the other hand, while feeling 
initially “unequal” (MacLennan 2013, 111) with Lassiter, discovers throughout 
the plot that Lassiter is able to liberate her, both literally and figuratively, from 
the impasse that her life has led her to. When Steve’s and Lucy’s condition is 
compared, hers becomes more acute as the difference in attitudes that creates 
the discrepancy between the American father and son is condensed between the 
three sisters supposed to be closer to one another than they are.

Instead of altering Grenville, Steve is altered by the town and by Lucy. He is even 
unable to name the quality that Lucy enriches him with by merely spending time 
together. Surely enough, an invasion of values does not happen, and is replaced 
by an exchange of values. However, the situation is far from the romantic ideal 
and happy ending as, towards the end of the novel (and her marriage to Steven), 
Lucy makes a confession to Bruce in allusion to the technological advancement 
resulting in destructive arms such as the atomic bomb:

The other night [...] I began to think of the Americans the way you do – like 
a great mass of people and not as individuals. I saw them moving in a vast 
swarm over a plain. They had gone faster and farther than any people had 
ever gone before. [...] And then suddenly they were brought up short at the 
edge of a precipice which hadn’t been marked on the map. (MacLennan 
2013, 336)
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…piling up at first at the edge of the precipice in front of them before falling 
into it.

Symbolically again, the initial feeling of Canadian inferiority turned into a 
warning sign of not blindly following The Other, not trying to reinvent the (badly 
constructed!) wheel. At the end of the war, then,

[a] new, stronger Canadian identity has emerged, represented by Bruce, 
who has been disfigured terribly in the war, yet returns to Grenville and his 
teaching job stronger and wiser. Stephen, who has represented the blind 
American drive towards greater mechanization and a consumer society, 
drops away from the corrupt world of advertising in Carl Bratian’s Madison 
Avenue agency, hoping to return to an engineering career that will build 
rather than destroy things. (Cameron 2013, xxvii)

Both men then evolve to the better side of themselves. The Canadian suffered 
physically, the American rather psychologically, but both have been through a lot. 
The Canadian, who initially looked like the one with smaller chances, is, at the 
end of the novel, in a much better position in life than his American counterpart. 
But the future is open to both, as they have both escaped the temptations of the 
evil, be it a military one or one based on economic exploitation of The Other, or 
consumption-based lifestyle spreading into Canada, and warned against already 
in Two Solitudes, where Paul observes “signs and billboards repeating second-
hand the slogans they had learned from the Americans” (MacLennan 2018, 270) 
represented by “the bleak and angular face of a huge American in a ten-gallon hat” 
(MacLennan 2018, 270). The precipice is close, and even though Canadians only 
observe it from behind the border, they are coming dangerously closer to it, too.

Lucy and Steve are highly symbolic characters in terms of representing 
their respective nationalities. Lucy, the Canadian unknown to herself, is truly 
appealing for the American. Steve, the American, is vivid, open, modern, and it 
is tempting for Lucy to follow him. The duo is, however, completed by a third 
person, Bruce, another Canadian, who, despite what he thinks about all “the 
Grenvilles of Canada” (MacLennan 2013, 12), seems to be wishing to withhold 
Lucy and make her not follow the American.

The aforementioned fact that the three novels analysed above have closed 
the search for the Canadian identity may be put in question by The Return of 
the Sphinx (1967), a novel that does indeed return to this theme. The novel 
predicts with incredible precision the political violence only to follow later on 
in real politics. But even though it is based on Canadian realia and background, 
its warnings are rather universal. The initial trio of “nationalist novels” thus 
forms a unique group within MacLennan’s oeuvre, whose central topicality, 
once the issues connected to the seemingly everlasting Canadian hesitation 
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between Britishness and Americanness have been dealt with, never returns to 
the “solved” topic again.

3. Conclusions

As far as the central topic of this paper is concerned, Americans are not depicted 
in extremes only, even though, as early as in the time of the publication of 
Barometer Rising, MacLennan was, “as a result of his new-found Canadianism, 
attempting to hold England and the United States at arm’s length” (Cockburn 
1970, 22). He was, despite this assumption, trying to remain neutral and – well 
aware of his American and English experience drawn from stays in both countries 
– capitalize on that personal experience for his literary “mission.”

Undeniably, the number of encounters with the American element grows in 
direction from the first novel to the third. The added value of such descriptions 
of The Other is certainly not in their number but rather in the intensity with 
which they try to warn before imminent threats. The first one, Americanization 
in the economic or linguistic sense of the term, is not as dangerous as the one 
which is hidden somewhat deeper in the text: one as well as the other may 
cause that Canadians might lose the sense of their unique identity, only being 
discovered throughout the three novels as well as truly discovered by real people 
in their real lives.

Another, no less important feature of these warnings is that the American 
element is not rendered from a one-sided point of view. Despite MacLennan’s 
personal reservations to both America and Britain, as shown above, he tries to 
provide a full, varied palette of characters that will, somewhat paradoxically but 
surprisingly logically, result in a generalized picture which, in its turn, should 
make it possible for Canadians to compare themselves to or against it in order to 
realize who they really are.

The Precipice mentions the important moment of “a psychological break” 
(MacLennan 2013, 149) that occurred in the national consciousness. Canadians 
“had a feeling a little like the mingled sadness and tenderness which comes over a 
growing man the first time he fully understands that his father is no wiser or more 
infallible than he is himself” (MacLennan 2013, 149). While the process may look 
painful – as it might have been –, it was a necessary one for the nation to grow 
(into) a national consciousness, as Canadians – torn apart for a larger part of their 
history between two nationalisms, two predominant religious denominations 
or, to put it simply, between two distinctive and seemingly intransigent world 
views – finally got their chance to stop being a “nation undiscovered by the rest 
of the world and unknown to itself” (MacLennan 2007, 110). This description in 
Barometer Rising cannot be more different from the views concerning the national 
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identity and consciousness appearing throughout The Precipice, confirming that 
a significant evolution had occurred both in MacLennan’s oeuvre and in Canadian 
national conscience as far as the mental image of Canadianness is concerned.

All in all, MacLennan’s “nationalist novels” went through a rather dramatic 
change from subservience in Barometer Rising – “If the Americans really want this 
base, all they have to do is ask for it” (MacLennan 2007, 83) – to a self-conscious 
national literature that is sure about “its assertion of Canadian difference from the 
canonical British or the more recently threatening neo-colonialism of American 
culture” (Ashcroft, Griffith, and Tiffin 2003, 35), both of which MacLennan was 
conscious of. Although these words were written after MacLennan’s oeuvre 
was finished with its last novel in 1980, they are a valid assessment of both 
Canadian literature and MacLennan’s contribution to it. As far as this bestowal 
is concerned, as soon as MacLennan was ready to abandon the questioning of 
Canadian identity, other writers were free to build on that tradition.
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Abstract. Hungarian literary texts in translation have been consistently 
successful in the Czech Republic in the past 25 years, as the Magnesia 
Litera prize for the best translated book in 2024 awarded to Marta Pató’s 
translation of László Szilasi’s A harmadik híd [The Third Bridge] and a 
whole range of other Czech prizes awarded to translations of Hungarian 
texts illustrate. This decades-long success story contests assertions that 
Hungarian literature is relatively unknown internationally due to its weak 
translations, untranslatable expressions, and cultural specificity. The essay 
revisits Mihály Szegedy-Maszák’s (2003) article on this topic as a text that is 
symptomatic of a range of persistent beliefs about the factors that hinder the 
successful translation of Hungarian literary texts. Besides criticizing several 
such claims about translation quality and national specificity, however, 
it also advocates for a change of focus on supranational and subnational 
communities and the multilingual, multicultural, and multiethnic nature 
of cultural spaces, and it calls for a new approach to both studying and 
translating “small” literatures.
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This year’s Magnesia Litera prize for the best translated book has been awarded 
to Marta Pató’s (2023) translation of László Szilasi’s A harmadik híd [The Third 
Bridge] (2018). Magnesia Litera, although its selection criteria, specific decisions, 
and its relevance are at times fervently debated (cf. Lukavec 2019; Bílek, 
Chuchma, and Klíčová 2019; Horák 2024), is both amongst the literary prizes 
awarded for the longest time in the Czech Republic1 and consistently amongst the 
most prestigious ones (Kopáč 2024; Myšková 2022).

1	 With Magnesia Litera first presented in 2002, the only contemporary literary prize that has been 
awarded for a longer time is the State Award for Literature alongside its separately named but 
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This major achievement by a Hungarian novel abroad has made me revisit 
Mihály Szegedy-Maszák’s “Nemzet, nyelv, irodalom az egységesülő világban” 
(2003) [Nation, Language, and Literature in a Unifying World]2 because the novel’s 
success, alongside the general success of Hungarian literature in the Czech Republic 
(more on this below), contradicts its central tenets: 1) that Hungarian literature is 
“relatively unknown” abroad; 2) that this lack of familiarity “can also be explained 
by the weakness of translations” (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 3, 12) that translations 
of Hungarian texts are doomed to fail because Hungarian is too burdened with 
“untranslatable” expressions; 4) yet, if Hungarian literature, and the Hungarian 
language community, is to survive “the advancement of the unification [of the 
world? of culture?],” then its “translation is a vital imperative” (Szegedy-Maszák 
2003, 13). Marta Pató’s award-winning achievement, and the power of László 
Szilasi’s text, as well as those of a whole range of other Hungarian texts that have 
been successful in the Czech Republic (and elsewhere), question the validity of all 
but one of these claims, that one claim being the need for translations.

There are at least two reasons for revisiting an article published more than 
twenty years earlier although both the state of the art of literary analysis and 
the public debate on translations of Hungarian literary texts have moved on 
in the past two decades. First, while the views expressed in the article may no 
longer be as widespread as earlier, they have not completely disappeared and 
occasionally still re-emerge with varying intensity and directness. Second, the 
main aim of the present essay is not to challenge or problematize these views 
but to use them as a negative point of reference for proposing an alternative 
approach for discussing the reception of Hungarian literary texts abroad – an 
approach which calls attention to other levels besides national literature and 
world literature, namely regional literatures, as well as to the multilingual and 
multicultural character even of national literatures themselves. Based on this, 
it advocates for a preference for translations to the other languages of a shared 
region, over translations into English.

In order to convincingly argue for this position, at first, the following claims 
are contested: (1) the translatability of a text depends (inversely) on how much it 
incorporates of the unique characteristics of its national culture; (2) the “quality 
of translation” is the decisive factor that influences the reception of a text; (3) the 
“quality of translation” is a parameter that can be assessed from the perspective of 

concurrently awarded State Award for Translation, both of which were first presented in 1995. 
This latter prize, however, unlike Magnesia Litera, is often, and probably more frequently, also 
conferred to acknowledge life-long oeuvres, not only given for specific volumes, like Magnesia 
Litera. Other major prizes like The Golden Ribbon Award, the Jiří Orten Prize, the Jaroslav 
Seifert Prize, or the Czech Book Award have specific limitations that either disqualify non-
Czech authors and works of translation, authors above a certain age, or focus on a specific genre.

2	 Unless noted otherwise, all translations from Hungarian, Czech, Slovak, and German in this 
article are mine.
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the original interpretive community; (4) this “quality of translation” is measured 
in how successfully it is able to transmit markers of national specificities; (5) 
language is the originator of culture; (6) it is thus easier to translate works into 
related languages. Besides contesting these claims, the present article also argues 
that they may be grounded in a paradoxical survival of nineteenth-century, 
Romantic nationalist perspectives alongside, and often disguised by, more recent 
theoretical frameworks.

In its second part, the paper proposes a shift of focus from identifying national 
specificities and uniqueness, and from their contrasting with similar specificities 
of other nations. Instead, it advocates for a need to start thinking in super- and 
supranational communities. Likewise, it highlights the importance of recognizing 
the multilingual and multicultural character of cultural spaces and identities and 
the resulting untenability of single, unified, and monolingual national literatures. 
In addition, it calls for the abandonment of such criteria and models that were 
developed for researching “big” literatures when dealing with “small” ones, and 
it proposes an empirical, bottom-up model and, as already mentioned above, calls 
for a strategy that favours the translation of literary texts into the other languages 
of a shared region over translations into English.

Hungarian Literature Abroad

That Hungarian literature is relatively unknown abroad (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 
12) is a claim that one still frequently encounters. Commenting on the French 
translation of Miklós Bánffy’s Transylvanian Trilogy, László Grób stresses, “One 
of the classic topoi in the deep dark forest of intellectuals’ whining is ‘what a 
great literature we have, and that darn West is unwilling to recognize it and get 
acquainted with it’” (Grób 2018). While he argues against this view in the rest of 
his article, he visibly considers it a widespread and persistent opinion. Likewise, 
several experts voiced similar opinions at a roundtable discussion in 2012: 
“Róbert Kiss Szemán phrased his opening remark with a hint of irony, stating 
that popularizing Hungarian literature abroad counts as an extreme sport. István 
Szilágyi, from the perspective of Transylvanian writers, illustrated those teething 
problems that, so far, have made foreign popularity inaccessible for a large part 
of them” (Laik 2012).

A hint of the same dire view appears even in Lajos Grendel’s introduction to 
his A modern magyar irodalom története: Magyar líra és epika a 20. században 
[A History of Modern Hungarian Literature: Hungarian Lyrics and Epics in the 
Twentieth Century] (2010b), even if only as a past state that has since been 
successfully overcome: “The discovery of Hungarian literature abroad has, in 
fact, happened during the past quarter of a century. True, it happened even 



59 Zénó VERNYIK

retrospectively, reaching back to Kosztolányi and Márai. Miklós Szentkuthy’s 
Prae, as one of the major, groundbreaking works of the epic, was marveled at in 
France only fifty years after its publication” (Grendel 2010a).

Yet, Hungarian literature is certainly not unknown abroad, or, at least, as Lajos 
Grendel stresses, not any longer. To return to the Czech literary scene, Marta Pató’s 
success with László Szilasi’s novel is not an exception but part of a general trend. 
There have been other texts awarded with Magnesia Litera: in 2009, Estera Sládková 
and Dana Gálová’s translation of Sándor Márai’s diaries, in 2014 Robert Svoboda’s 
translation of Péter Esterházy’s Harmonia caelestis [Celestial Harmonies]. 
Hungarian literature in translation is also successful at other major Czech 
literary prizes: in 2000, Anna Valentová received the State Award for Literature 
for her translation of Péter Nádas’s Emlékiratok könyve [A Book of Memories]. 
Hungarian novels have also been repeatedly successful in various categories of 
the Josef Jungmann Prize of the Czech Association of Translators: Adéla Gálová’s 
translation of Sándor Mándoky’s Havasi levelek [Letters from the Snowy Peaks] 
was awarded in 2020, Robert Svoboda’s translation of Péter Esterházy’s Harmonia 
caelestis [Celestial Harmonies] in 2013, Anna Valentová’s translation of Ádám 
Bodor’s Sinistra körzet [The Sinistra Zone] in 2008, her translation of a selection 
of Péter Nádas’s short stories in 2003, and of his Emlékiratok könyve [A Book of 
Memories] in 1999, while Dana Gálová’s translation of Sándor Márai’s Egy polgár 
vallomásai [Confessions of a Citizen] received the award in 2003. In short, ten 
major awards in the past twenty-five years alone.

This success is certainly not exclusive to the Czech book market either:

Beyond the now traditional presence of Hungarian authors in German-
speaking literary culture, there is a growing interest in Hungarian 
literature in the Anglophone world as well as elsewhere […] Think of 
the success of such major contemporary writers as Péter Esterházy, with 
half a dozen books translated into English to critical acclaim; the Nobel-
laureate Imre Kertész; Péter Nádas, whose two major novels have received 
serious critical attention […]; or László Krasznahorkai, whose novels […] 
won the Best Translated Book Award in the United States in 2013 and 
2014, and who was the 2015 recipient of the Man Booker Prize. (Kiséry 
and Komáromy 2016, 2)

One could also easily find discussions of the successes of Hungarian literature 
in other cultural contexts and languages (cf. Varga 2018, 259–270; Lukács 1998; 
Szekeres 2021). In other words, as a minimal claim, one could at least agree with 
Lajos Grendel that in the past two or three decades, Hungarian literature has 
managed to break free of its virtual invisibility abroad. Discussing its tangible 
presence, or occasionally even influence, in earlier periods, as suggested by some 
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(Sziklay 1972, 188; Pató 2011, 146; Pató 2012; Rákos 2011a), would reach beyond 
the limits of the present article. 

Translation Quality as a Determiner of Success

Whether or not the alleged obscurity of Hungarian literature is factually correct, 
Szegedy-Maszák makes a further claim: the potential failure of these texts abroad 
might be the result of weak translations (2003, 12). This is hardly a revelatory 
claim: lower-quality products of any kind are likely to be less successful than 
higher-quality ones, if all other conditions are equal. More importantly: this 
view raises more questions than it answers, including: What constitutes a good 
translation? From the perspective of which interpretive community should quality 
be assessed: the originating or the receiving one? The latter of these questions is 
addressed below; the former, while interesting, is not directly relevant for the 
argument of this paper.

Yet, before the question of which interpretive community should have the 
decisive word on the quality of translation and why it is discussed, attention 
should also be paid to the fact that however attractive the simplistic maxim that 
better translations lead to warmer receptions may be, the situation is much more 
complex. The case of Sándor Petőfi and Heinrich Heine, for example, clearly 
contradicts this theory. According to György Mihály Vajda, Heine praised the 
work of Petőfi, although Károly Mária Kertbeny’s translations, which he read, he 
found imperfect (Vajda 1978, 103). Heine had hardly much better luck with the 
other book of poems by Petőfi he could peruse, a volume translated by Adolf Dux, 
which “was merely a faint, imperfect reflection of Petőfi’s splendor” (Vajda 1978, 
92). Nevertheless, unsuccessful translations notwithstanding, Heine recognized 
the importance of Petőfi’s poetical oeuvre.

One could likewise mention classic translations, which, although they are 
often unfaithful, imprecise, or closer to the conception of creative reworking than 
to translation in the strictest sense, keep their well-established status. These freer 
renderings often outlast or marginalize newer, arguably “better,” and certainly 
more faithful translations:

The prominent popularity of Hamlet and A Midsummer Night’s Dream 
in Hungary […] can be substantially attributed to [János] Arany’s 
translations, and this influence lasts even when the plays are performed in 
Ádám Nádasdy’s translations. […] Homer’s relative popularity (certainly 
surpassing that of Virgil) can analogously be traced back to Gábor Devecseri’s 
easily readable and quotable translations. (Kappanyos 2021, 203)
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A similar view is also held by Yury Tynyanov and Dionýz Ďurišin, the latter 
paraphrasing the former’s examples while discussing the role the receiving culture 
holds in the success of translations. Ďurišin calls attention to how Gnedich’s 
translation of the Iliad is more successful as a literary work in Russian than 
Kostrov’s one although the latter is “more consistent in rendering the qualities of 
the original” (1974, 63); while the almost word-for-word translation by Tyutchev 
of Heine could be rather far in tone and colouring because of the effect of “the 
characteristic tradition of style in Russian literature” (Ďurišin 1974, 66).

Who Assesses the Success of Translations?

In fact, the above examples, besides illustrating that the quality of a translation 
does not always directly coincide with its success and influence, also call 
attention to another issue. Namely, that typically the success of translations is 
determined by the receiving environment, and not the originating one. In fact, a 
claim rather surprisingly close to this position is also made by Szegedy-Maszák: 
“One who aims to transform this poem into a non-Hungarian text needs to 
create new values in a new system of nexuses, in the spirit of the target culture’s 
principles and heritage. It is not possible to say the same thing in German and 
Chinese” (2003, 11). Yet, it is right because of this very complexity, right because 
of the impossibility to say the same in two different languages; talking about the 
efficiency, rightness, correctness, or quality of a translation from the perspective 
of the original community becomes a highly dubious venture.

One can, of course, take the above claims about the impossibility of saying the 
exact same thing in two different languages as a rewording of the Sapir–Whorf 
hypothesis:

No two languages are ever sufficiently similar to be considered as 
representing the same social reality. The worlds in which different societies 
live are distinct worlds, not merely the same world with different labels 
attached […] We see and hear and otherwise experience very largely as 
we do because the language habits of our community predispose certain 
choices of interpretation. (Sapir 1949, 162)

As such, then, every language community is also an interpretive community. 
Thus, through translation, a text is transferred into a new interpretive community, 
or rather rebuilt in one. 

This is why value attributions about a text by members of one language 
community can have very limited, if any, relevance for members of another 
language community. This is not to claim that there is no traversing between various 
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language communities – understood as (inter)textual frameworks – and between 
various interpretive communities. However, as reading is “a constructive act, done 
in conjunction with mediating texts, and the cultural‑historical context in which 
reading takes place” (Smagorinsky 2001, 137), and since a translated text no longer 
functions as part of the textuality, tradition, and canon it used to, any judgment of 
the value, relevance, or efficiency of a work’s translation based on its deviances 
from the original can at best be limited. “A work torn out of the context of a given 
literary system and transplanted into another system receives a different colouring, 
becomes endowed with different properties, is incorporated into a different literary 
genre, divests itself of its original specific categorization, in other words, its function 
becomes altered” (Tynyanov qtd. in Ďurišin 1974, 61–62). Plus, there is no need to 
limit the relevance of the above claim solely to whole texts or complete works. Any 
interliterary, and even intraliterary, transfer is always and already also a translation, 
a complete rebuilding, as recognized by Karol Rosenbaum and Mikuláš Bakoš 
early on (in 1938), which led them to stress “the determining role of the receiving 
literature” (Ďurišin 1974, 105; cf. also Fried 1998, 9; Pató 2011, 137).

“Untranslatable” Realia, Untranslatable Language: A 
Challenge, Not an Obstacle

The claim that Hungarian literary texts frequently contain references to a whole 
range of specific historical events, cultural, political, and social phenomena that are 
so unique that they limit or inhibit these texts’ translation into different languages 
is a rather frequent one (cf. Kulin and Bojkov 2022; Grób 2018; Géczi and Górecka 
2009). In the analysed text, “[e]very language is at the same time the living memory 
of a community, and because of this, such phenomena as the opposition of ‘kuruc’ 
and ‘labanc’ or the Hungarian judiciary institution of the ‘táblabíróság’ is very 
probably only barely translatable to foreign languages” (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 12).

The point that there are specific historical events and specific cultural 
heritage living in every language, and therefore it requires a lot of thought how, 
if at all, these are adaptable to a different language, is correct. However, this 
does not mean that just because some phenomena do not exist in the target 
culture, it automatically means the impossibility of translation. Nor that just 
because some specific realia remain untranslated, the whole literary text 
becomes unsuccessful in the target language. Likewise, the idea that Hungarian 
would contain more of these “untranslatable” realia than other languages would 
certainly requires some evidence.

Besides, instead of attempting to compare the cultural specificity of 
national literatures and establishing a, however imaginary, ranking of general 
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“untranslatability,” one should once again recall Ďurišin’s, Tynyanov’s, Bakoš’s, 
and Rosenbaum’s maxim on the decisive role that the receiving literature plays in 
literary transfers. Whether “táblabíróság” or the fight of “kuruc” against “labanc” 
is translatable or not is not a universal condition. The person “táblabíró,” 
for example, has an actual German term for it: Gerichtstafelbeisitzer. Not 
surprisingly, one might add, given Hungary’s shared history with the Habsburgs 
that lasted several hundreds of years in various forms. In the case of some specific 
languages, the other examples, “kuruc” and “labanc,” might not even require 
any translation. In fact, this very opposition of “kuruc” and “labanc” is present 
not only in Hungarian but also in Slovak literature. What is more, it is even 
somewhat enigmatic, as István Fried notes (1999, 78).

In other cases, while references to specific realia need to be adapted, analogous 
loanwords might already exist in the target language. Coping with the word 
“Mohács,” when it is used not in reference to the town but to the Battle of Mohács 
in its metonymic meaning of a national cataclysm, might indeed seem as an 
unsurmountable challenge. Yet the existence of the expression “világoš” both 
in Czech and Slovak, used as a term referring to some great tragedy, presents a 
clear case of the proverbialization of an event in Hungarian history that has not 
attained such status even in Hungarian itself. Noticing the role Mohács plays 
in Hungarian, and, at the same time the role that “világoš”3 plays in Czech 
and Slovak, allows translators between these languages to render Hungarian 
references to apocalyptic events of loss in the form of Mohács as “világoš” in 
Czech and Czech references to “világoš” as Mohács in the other direction.4

One should also bear in mind that the loss of certain specific cultural 
references is both inevitable and does not necessarily deter from the quality of 
the translation. In fact, Jiří Levý claims the opposite: “In respect of the specificity 
of the cultural and historical characteristics of the source, it is important not 
to preserve every individual detail reflecting the historical context of its origin 
but rather to evoke in the reader the impression or the illusion of its historical 
and cultural environment” (2011, 91). Instead of being worried about the loss of 
culturally specific expressions and the alleged negative influence this loss has on 
the literary value of the resulting text, Levý positively warns against being overly 
fixated on keeping these expressions.

3	 I am deeply indebted to Zuzana Fonioková and Jaromír Haupt for drawing my attention to the 
existence of this expression.

4	 Except for the special case of translating works about, or even referring to, the Hungarian 
Revolution of 1848/49 to Czech or Slovak. In this special case, the connotation of the Czech/
Slovak word “világoš,” which does not have the same level of proverbialization in Hungarian, 
even though the surrender at Világos is also seen in dire colours by the casual Hungarian speaker, 
might prove to be a disturbing form of interference in the translation of works that discuss either 
the surrender or the town in a more prosaic manner.
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His summary advice for translators is thus to “preserve in the translation 
only those specific elements of the work which the reader can perceive as 
characteristic of the foreign environment” (Levý 2011, 91), while culturally 
specific expressions “lacking an equivalent in the target language and evoking 
no illusion of the environment of the original version may be substituted by a 
neutral, unmarked target analogue having no evident connection with the time 
or place of the translation” (Levý 2011, 92–93).

Of course, the seeming “untranslatability” of a given text might be rooted in 
factors other than cultural particulars. It can, for example, be the result of the 
grammatical specificities of a given language, especially in the case of heavily 
compressed and/or metaphorical texts such as poetry. Petr Rákos ironically 
describes this particular illusion in his article, “Zda a jak je překlad možný” 
[Whether Translation Is Possible and How]:

Let us avoid needlessly beating around the bush and start directly by saying 
that translating, in the true meaning of the word, i.e. perfectly recreating a 
text formulated in one language by the means of another language without 
loss, is, after all, impossible. The translation of poetry may serve as the 
clearest illustration. A poem in a different language is […] usually worse, 
in exceptional cases may even be better than the original, but it will never 
be “the same.” […] However, no other type of text can be “the same” either. 
So many connotations, associated ideas, such a “bundle” of meanings and 
emotions are attached to each word, already in a single language alone, 
which are, in addition, different for each individual, that the content of the 
message from the “sender” never reaches the “receiver” in an unchanged 
form. That thus, in fact, it is not possible to translate at all, visibly emerges 
as a conclusion. (Rákos 2011b, 56–57)

This is, however, not Rákos’s true conclusion; on the contrary, the article 
emphasizes the importance of translating literary texts even if challenges seem 
unsurmountable (2011b, 65).

Just because no poem – or other texts that rely more heavily on the specific features 
of the language they are written in – can ever be the same in a different language, 
it does not mean that they should not be translated. For example, while translating 
E. E. Cummings’s poems into Hungarian for the volume E. E. Cummings 99 verse 
[99 Poems by E. E. Cummings], Sándor Weöres, Dezső Tandori, and László Kálnoky 
had to come up with solutions that sometimes border on writing new, autonomous 
poems.5 Yet, they have been accepted as successful and high-quality translations 

5	 This is, of course, not that surprising, after all. If we take all the above premises into consideration, 
we might just as well say that every translation is basically the creation of a new, independent 
work that could be understood as an autonomous work in its own right.
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(Jankovics 1975, 10; Balázs A. 1976, 284). Nor have they remained unreflected and 
isolated fossils: Cummings’s influence on one of his translator’s, Dezső Tandori’s, 
poetry is well documented (cf. e.g. Tandori 1977; Vadai 1997, 6). Besides, not only 
are these original translations periodically reprinted but Cummings’s poetry has 
also received some new translations by András Csejdy (Cummings 1988), Dániel 
Varró (Cummings 2010), and Dávid Börzsei (Cummings 2020), amongst others.

It might also be worth recalling that faithfulness to the original was not always 
the golden standard of translation, and the usual practice used to be an effective 
rewriting of those works, with the aim to make them conform to the norms, 
tradition, and the needs of the target audience. Such an approach led to the 
enormous popularity of József Kármán’s Fanni hagyományai [Fanni’s Testament] 
in Serbia. Mihajlo Vitković produced more than a simple translation when he 
published his Spomen Milice [Milice’s Memoirs] in 1816. As László Sziklay notes, 
it “played an important role in Serbian literature. It was the first work in prose 
that was – mainly amongst women readers – immensely popular. It contributed to 
Serbs getting to love their own prose” (1972, 188). While I am not advocating for 
this earlier practice (i.e. effective rewriting to fit the needs of the receiving culture 
instead of a focus on keeping the original meaning as precisely as possible also 
in the target culture) to become the new norm, it serves as an illustration of how 
seemingly universal and unchanging standards of practice might be more recent, 
and less ironclad, than one might imagine them to be. But what I do hope to make 
clear is that rewriting and translation are not to be imagined as a binary opposition 
but as the two endpoints of a scale. Also, the position of any given translated work 
on this scale, in itself, does not decide or explain its quality and success.

That is to say, while some specificities of the source culture and language might 
be much easier translatable than they occur at first sight, at the same time, this 
difficulty is also not universal, and not a parameter that is primarily influenced 
by the source language and culture, but by the target language and target culture. 
Likewise, the loss of certain specificities does not necessarily influence the success 
or quality of a given work, and, based both on the example of Spomen Milice 
[Milice’s Memoirs] and Jiří Levý’s theory of translation, the opposite may be true: 
instead of obsessing over faithfulness to the original, the way forward might be an 
approach that encourages creative, daring, and autonomous translations.

Culture Is Not Language

Finally, in this discussion, I have not yet touched upon the implicit presupposition 
that informs all of the claims contested above: they take language as their point 
of departure. While this, in itself, is rather logical, considering both nation and 
literature derivable from language or, in an even more extreme position, from 
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mother tongue, it is much more problematic, especially in combination with the 
further claim that a nation is thus not built on ethnicity but rather on language 
(Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 9).

If, like in the essay in question, “mother tongue” is used instead of merely 
language, this choice is especially alarming, since it implicitly narrows down the 
circle both of those who may belong to the nation and of those who may create 
national literature to those whose first language is Hungarian, and to them only. 
It excludes those who speak the language only as their second, third, ... language 
from both the nation and from national literature.6 Szegedy-Maszák’s essay is 
especially revelatory, since these presuppositions about the relationship of 
language, nation, and literature are introduced by the frequently quoted, almost 
proverbial phrase “Nyelvében él a nemzet,”7 yet its original context is not stated 
in the essay. However, as it is to be shown below, recognizing the historical and 
ideological context, and making it explicit, is of key importance, since doing so 
may help in overcoming the limitations such a view imposes.

Before I discuss this context in detail, however, there is a further step in the 
original essay that is worth examining: not only does it claim that both nation 
and literature are derivable from language but also that nation is nothing else but 
a collection of texts in intertextual relations. It is in this relation that Szegedy-
Maszák’s essay understands language as the creator of the nation, and literature 
as the nation’s self-interpretation (2003, 9–10). While these definitions clearly 
show the influence of the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis already discussed above, 
they remain exclusionary in that the structuralist vocabulary notwithstanding, 
this view of the nation either ignores or excludes, amongst others, ethnic groups 
that have their own language differing from that of the majority community but 
either do not have or have not yet gained their independence.8 In such a case, 

6	 In fact, frequently, the situation is even more complex than this. Albeit some, whose first language 
is not the dominant language, may choose to write in the dominant language, they frequently 
choose to write, are forced to write, or simply end up writing in their own first language instead 
of the locally, regionally, or nationally dominant language. For example, a person from Romania 
who writes in Hungarian is considered (99%) to have Hungarian as L1 and Romanian as L2, the 
number of Romanians who write literature in Hungarian being practically non-existent.

7	 Literally: “The Nation lives in her tongue/language,” meaning “it is the language which 
constitutes the nation,” or “it is the language that provides cohesion for the nation.”

8	 This approach excludes e.g. Hungarian Slovak writers from Hungarian literature although at 
the very least thematically they may have just as much to do with the local cultural, social, 
historical, or political context as with these same contexts in (Czecho)Slovakia. For more on 
Slovak literature in Hungary, see e.g. Kníchal (1998) and Maruzsová Šebová (2013). Logically, 
the same should be possible to propose the other way round, as well: the concept of (Czecho)
Slovakian literature should also not exclude the Hungarian writers of (Czecho) Slovakia based 
on the texts’ language, for analogous reasons. (I am, of course, aware that this is a rather utopian 
approach for both political and historical reasons, and any attempt at writing a history of 
literatures in Hungary and literatures in (Czecho)Slovakia, or literatures in Transylvania for 
that matter, is going to lead to multiple types of controversies and debates in all of the relevant 
ethnic, cultural, linguistic, etc. communities. But I do believe that this, in itself, is not a strong 
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if the nation is a collection of texts in intertextual relation, does that mean that 
these ethnic groups have, and have always had, their language-nation (or virtual-
nation), and with that their literature, as well? Or, on the contrary, is it supposed 
to show that just as national identity, literary production is, and has always been, 
denied from them? Alternatively, one can also associate this enigmatic silence 
about cases when group identity does not coincide with national identity with an 
intermediary stance: these groups can produce literary and/or cultural products, 
but these cannot/should not be considered as Literature and/or Culture proper.

In my view, the analysed essay takes this third stance, since it also declares that 
the core of Hungarian literature is in Hungarian, and works that are written in any 
other language might be considered as part of it, but only of secondary value and 
interest (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 10).9 By this act, it overlooks or marginalizes not 
only texts written in German or Latin but also bi- or multilingual ones. In fact, it 
virtually excludes them from the literary canon, or at least denies their being able 
to attain the rank of first-rate literature. This is a rather shocking stance, since it 
would not only mean the exclusion of the entire oeuvre of Janus Pannonius or, 
for example, István Széchenyi’s diaries but also most eighteenth- and nineteenth-
century works with “deák” (that is, Latin) words, and if we strip this theory from 
its specific reference to Hungarian literature, it would not allow the inclusion 
of Ezra Pound or E. E. Cummings in American literature, nor most post-colonial 
writers, for that matter.

Besides, bilingualism was neither an exceptional state nor exclusive to 
members of minorities but the basic mode of existence for most writers not only 
during the Habsburg Empire and the Austro-Hungarian Monarchy but even for 
decades afterwards. This is most emphatically not only true for such special 
cases as Arthur Koestler, who was raised in a bilingual household and became 
successful in languages other than Hungarian (cf. e.g. Vernyik 2022), but also for 
authors now part of various Central European literary canons:

German literature, and literature translated into German, served as a 
natural gateway to world literature, and even to neighbouring literatures, 
for whole generations of patriotic writers of the Central European area. 
Even following the dissolution of the Monarchy and the establishment of 
the various nation-states, German remained a language of communication 
and mediation for contact between literatures which are territorially close 
yet linguistically distant (Berkes 2002). This self-evident background of 

enough reason not to attempt to write such new literary histories.) For more on the controversies 
and debates of the history of Hungarian literature in (Czecho)Slovakia, see e.g. Németh (2010) 
and Pomogáts (2005).

9	 Unfortunately, the article does not make it clear whether it talks about translations from other 
languages or works written in Hungarian (or even in another language in Hungary), nor does it 
specify if this is meant in a general sense or limited to specific areas and/or time periods.
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a German cultural environment also played a role in the raising of the 
intelligentsia who mostly gained employment after the dissolution of the 
monarchy (an example: Karel Čapek frequented the German public reading 
room in Brno with his sister, as Helena recalls, because they found the 
Czech library too limited (Čapková 1986, 198–199). (Pató 2012, 695)

In fact, Sándor Márai’s “correspondence bears witness to the twenty-year-old 
Márai contemplating a language change to German” (Pató 2012, 696), and this 
was neither a passing thought nor a purely theoretical possibility nor a case of 
overly idealistic daydreaming: “In this period, he did not only write articles for 
German newspapers but was also the author of a play written in German which, 
based on Márai’s own claims, was even staged in Berlin” (Pató 2012, 696).

Of course, a possible counterargument could be a much more pragmatic one: 
there is a need to distinguish between texts written in Hungarian and those 
written in other languages because most readers consume the texts that were 
written in German, Latin, Slovak (and so on) in Hungarian translation, and these 
writings thus stand a step further away from them (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 10). 
Besides the fact that this was not the case even in the nineteenth century or in 
the first half of the twentieth century, much less today (except maybe for Latin), 
the decision to categorize works not written in Hungarian as only indirectly 
accessible to readers, and thus second rate, is hardly an easily defensible one. 
Such a view seems to hide behind the guise of a practical necessity its preference 
not simply for speakers of Hungarian but also for those monolingual speakers of 
Hungarian who refuse (or are not able) to read in any other language.

Doing so could clearly be seen as an exclusionary gesture of nationalism: 
the “myth of nationhood, masked by ideology, perpetuates nationalism, in 
which specific identifiers are employed to create exclusive and homogeneous 
conceptions of national traditions” (Ashcroft et al. 2002, 150). In our case, 
language is chosen as that specific identifier, excluding all that is written in other 
languages. It is precisely the selection of the unitary signifier of language that 
leads to this devaluation of multiplicity: such “signifiers of homogeneity always 
fail to represent the diversity of the actual ‘national’ community for which they 
purport to speak, and, in practice, usually represent and consolidate the interests 
of the dominant power groups within any national formation” (Ashcroft et al. 
2002, 150) – this time, those of Hungarian speakers. It is striking to see how much 
more liberal even Henry Gifford is, in his Comparative Literature: Concepts of 
Literature, even though his conception of literature is an elitist one when he 
identifies the poetry of Ezra Pound and its mixture of cultures, languages, and 
heritages as the example to follow, and the pinnacle of literary production, and 
not the monolingual text (Gifford 1969, 13–14).
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In addition, identifying language as the sole, or at least primary, basis of 
culture can be seriously misleading, however attractive from the point of view of 
the literary scholar. László Sziklay stressed more than four decades ago that one 
should not group literary histories and literatures according to language families 
or consider language as the only determinant of literary production:

The approach that up to this day speaks of the Slav novel inherits the 
[nineteenth-century] view of Šafárik, even if it colours and improves it with 
the methods of new trends in literary theory that have appeared since […] 
We admit that if we speak only about the linguistic factors […] the use of the 
term “Slavic Studies” is justified and reasonable. But is it appropriate if we 
try to find relations of the Slovak or Czech prosody that are so analogous to 
the Hungarian one (stress falls on the first syllable in all three languages!) 
not with our own but with the prosody of such Slavic peoples that stress in 
a widely different, even contrary manner? (Sziklay 1979, 51)

In fact, a similar point is made, with a more general reference, by Ildikó Pusztai-
Varga, as well:

Those parts of literary texts that can be understood as markers of being 
community‑bound can be examined using the methods of translation 
studies. In practice, this means that we attempt to unveil and analyse the 
texts’ group-cultural bindings that serve as frames of a given interpretation.
One such framework, and a rather emphatic one, may be national culture 
itself, but it is important to stress that this is merely one of the many possible 
frames of interpretation. An empirical experience of late modernity is 
cultural fragmentation coupled with cultural homogenization. We can 
see a plethora of such group cultures that either are not in contact with 
national culture or exceed its boundaries. (Pusztai-Varga 2024, 226)

In short, cultural commonalities do not always unequivocally coincide with 
language-based similarities, while seemingly unrelated and radically different 
languages may also have common features that more closely related languages 
do not share.

One should add: the equation of language with culture does not work in the 
other direction either. Texts written in the same language do not automatically 
result in a shared culture or frame of reference. This is not only true for such 
better-known cases as the numerous Anglophone, Francophone, Hispanophone, 
Lusophone, or Germanic literatures, but, just as crucially, one should also discuss 
Hungarian literatures in the plural, rather than a single, unified Hungarian 
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literature. Commenting on Sándor Kányádi’s poem, “Földigérő kokár dapántlika” 
[Cocka deRibbon Touching the Ground], László Szilárd Szilveszter notes:

Similarly to Géza Szőcs’s poem, “A szegény erdei rokon” [The Poor Forest-
Dweller Relative], written in the late 1980s, the Hungarian–Hungarian 
dialogue is predestined to fail [here as well], since a common language, 
the ground for a consensus, the conceptual network of shared experiences, 
is completely missing, and the differing sociocultural environments, a 
superficial awareness, and a lack of interest preclude an honest dialogue. 
(Szilveszter 2022, 151–152)

In other words, not only does group culture reach beyond nations and 
languages, a shared language also does not guarantee a shared cultural identity, 
or even mutual understanding.

Nationalism in Disguise

This ties back to the proverbial phrase “Nyelvében él a nemzet” already quoted 
above. As mentioned, Szegedy-Maszák’s essay fails to mention its origin. Any 
criticism of this seeming negligence, of course, could easily be dismissed by 
reference to the fact that even though the phrase has been attributed to several 
people, no one knows its origin for sure. Géza Balázs notes that the first known 
statement that is similar to the proverbial phrase appears in the Foreword to the 
1807 edition of Sándor Kisfaludy’s Himfy szerelmei [Himfy’s Loves], then something 
similar is stated in 1819 in Károly Kisfaludy’s Kérők [The Suitors], a comparable 
sentence can also be found in one of Ferenc Kölcsey’s speeches held in 1827, while 
an analogous idea also appears on page 171 of the original, 1830 edition of István 
Széchenyi’s Hitel [Credit], and János Arany also comes up with a construction that 
almost exactly corresponds to it in his 1850 poem, “Egressy Gábornak” [To Gábor 
Egressy], while the first known appearance of the exact phrase is in László Kőváry’s 
1842 book, Székelyhonról [On Szeklerland] (G. Balázs 2005).

What is more important, however, than which of these mentions is the first one 
is that they have one thing in common: they were all phrased in the nineteenth 
century, in the wake of nationalism. Sziklay’s statement about those who use 
contemporary methods of research while still equating culture with language 
thus seems even more apt in this context, and so does the exclusionary gesture of 
prescribing monolingualism: as the origins of the phrase reveal, an overly strong 
fixation on language and its role in the formation of culture potentially reveals a 
nineteenth-century literary practice in the guise of contemporary theories.
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This becomes even clearer if juxtaposed to another extract from the same essay. 
Somewhat later than the reference to the proverbial sentence, the following 
claims are made:

Translation is a bare necessity for subsistence – especially in the case of 
a small language community that has to face a world that is becoming 
unitary by leaps and bounds in the era of the World Wide Web [...] Larger 
language communities may have more chances for long-term subsistence, 
since they can attract writers from other language environments. (Szegedy-
Maszák 2003, 13)

While the unequivocal identification of the survival of a language with the 
survival of literature written in that language is also potentially debatable, what 
makes the above especially interesting is how closely it mirrors the following 
one: “They are now the minority inhabitants of the land, amongst Slavs, Germans, 
Vlachs, and other people, and centuries later, may scarcely be found” (Herder 
1791). Here they are, all of the claims of the quotation above: the possibility of 
the disappearing of Hungarian, its essential difference from other languages, and 
setting the latter – although implicitly – as the cause of the former.

That nineteenth-century literary reflexes are at work behind, or at least 
concurrently with, a more contemporary set of analytical tools and vocabulary, 
while interesting, is hardly a unique feature of Szegedy-Maszák’s essay. Discussing 
István Kemény’s review of a volume on Endre Ady’s poetry, András Kiséry and 
Zsolt Komáromy emphasize, “The literary patriotism of a postmodernist poet 
clearly opposed to the agenda of right-wing nationalism, as well as the reactions to 
Kemény’s article and poem, indicate that Hungarian literary culture continues to 
negotiate and contest the still explosive notion of Hungarian nationhood” (Kiséry 
and Komáromy 2016, 8). Likewise, Marta Dršatová, comparing the reception 
of Alois Jirásek’s and Géza Gárdonyi’s novels from the retrospect of a century, 
reaches the following conclusion: “The fact that they [= Jirásek’s and Gárdonyi’s 
novels] come across as thematically topical to this day I would consider as proof 
of a still unfinished national awakening” (Dršatová 2004, 259).

What Is to Be Done?

After systematically pointing out the controversies of Szegedy-Maszák’s essay, 
which I deem symptomatic of a certain defeatist and, at the same time, self-centred 
approach to the translatability of Hungarian literature, and showing the rootedness 
of these views in nineteenth‑century nationalistic discourse, revealing the text’s 
homogenizing and exclusionary stance towards non-Hungarian (language) texts 
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and communities, this section attempts to propose an alternative approach, even 
if its proposals will necessarily remain non-definitive and fragmented.

First, it seems of prime importance to unlearn and overcome our continuous 
preoccupation with our own “specificity” and “uniqueness.” Likewise, it is just 
as necessary to stop focusing on the question of acceptance, relevance, influence, 
and importance as primary areas of research. The question “why Hungarian 
literature is not accepted ‘abroad’” (meaning the West) is ill-formed and leads to 
pointless debates:

The relation of one or another literature of Eastern Europe or that of some of 
its writers or works to contemporaneous or similar phenomena in Western 
Europe is not a point to be discussed. It is even less likely to be successful 
if scholars of various particular literatures compete in pointing out which 
literature gave more, provided more value for the universal development of 
European Literature. The point of the question, in my opinion, is whether 
an alternate way of literary development characterizing Eastern European 
Literatures exists, if there are such particulars in the several hundred 
years of literary development in the case of these literatures, such laws 
that brought such manifestations of common European phenomena that 
differ in numerous ways from the route of Western European development, 
but are nonetheless valuable for scholarship. Is there an Eastern European 
literary development; is there a common history of Eastern European 
Literatures? (Klaniczay 1963, 48–49)

That is to say, a constant and preliminary focus on a particular literature’s 
(or better said, always on one’s own literature’s) relation to the “great” flow of 
universal/general/world literature10 and the possibilities and shortcomings of 
processes of influence in both directions is useless.

Beyond the usefulness of such an approach, it is also important to point out 
that it also has serious side effects and can cause the distortion of findings, since it 
implicitly relegates one of the two sides of comparison to a secondary, derivative 
position. Such comparative practice is basically a latent form of the old “French 
perspective [of comparative literature], which appears as oriented more towards 
the study of cultural transfer” (Bassnett 1993, 24) than towards anything else, 
“always with France as either giver or receiver” (Bassnett 1993, 24). The aims of 
such an approach are “defining and tracing ‘national characteristics’” (Bassnett 
1993, 24). Exchanging the term “French” to Hungarian, one basically gets the 
approach criticized by Tibor Klaniczay already in 1963 and apparently still 
influential today. This has, of course, been a well-known problem in comparative 

10	 Bear in mind the slight but meaningful changes in meaning brought about by using one or the 
other of the terms.
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literature and is a direct result of the fact that “comparative literature was linked 
to nationalism from the start” (Bassnett 1993, 24).

Klaniczay, however, did not stop at merely pinpointing these mistakes but also 
provided an alternative: trying to write a literary history of the region, where the 
region is considered as a self-sufficient and organic entity. One that has always 
been in an interaction with the Western tradition but that is, at the same time, not 
a derivative or a secondary manifestation thereof. That is to say, the integration 
of national literatures of Central Europe into a general European literary history, 
or literary canon, can only happen after first dealing with the region or broader 
cultural group to which specific national literatures belong, as well as, and even 
more importantly, also with the “subnational” groups and communities. Noting 
this, one should remember Dionýz Ďurišin’s schema of literary embeddedness 
(1974, 109), which the present text will simplify into the following chain: work 
components – work – literary genre – literary movement, style – national literature 
– supranational systems – world literature. The sphere of supranational systems 
stuck between national literatures and world literature shows well that any kind 
of study trying to deal with the relationship of national and world literature 
should, indeed, first tackle supranational systems. In our case, that supranational 
system is that of Central European11 literature.12

That is, there is much more sense in focusing on the internal processes and 
dynamics of organic systems of cultures, even if it means a more complex 
analysis with many different languages and cultures and many different factors 
to take into consideration than in the more wide-spread and more traditional 
bilateral approach. This is the case even if such a change might mean the need 
to compare cultures sharing the same language or the same geographical locality 
or, conversely, if it means the need to introduce the cultural products and/or 
activities of groups that are working in other languages but participating in the 
culture(s) of a given system of cultures.

As an example of such a paradigm shift, Susan Bassnett mentions her 
discussion with Dionýz Ďurišin about the field of British Comparative Literature. 
Ďurišin “wanted to know who was comparing the literatures of the British Isles, 
for that seemed to him and his colleagues to be the proper business of British 
comparatists” (Bassnett 1993, 48). Modelled on this, it seems logical to say that 

11	 What region to consider is itself a question for debate. Advocates of Eastern Europe, East-Central 
Europe, and Central Europe all exist. So do advocates of the literature of the Visegrád Four. At 
the same time, there is also a controversy about what each of these terms means for various 
scholars. There is no space to go into details and arguments for and against the various terms. 
Suffice it to say that I am in favour of the term Central Europe, even given its controversial 
status. By this term, I mean the cultural groups that have resided on the territory of the former 
Habsburg or later Austro-Hungarian Monarchy and have carried its legacies since.

12	 Fortunately, the complex and monumental task of writing the literary history of the region has 
already been tackled, at least for the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in the form of a four-
volume set under the editorship of Marcel Cornis-Pope and John Neubauer (2002).
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just as British Comparative Literature is infinitely more useful and necessary 
than, for example, English–Portuguese Comparative Literature, this model could 
also be applied in a general sense. That is, comparative literature thus understood 
would be a type of area studies, focusing on the literary and cultural dynamism 
of a particular area or system of cultures. In this vein, it would be possible to 
talk about British Comparative Literature (focusing on the British Isles), but also 
Anglo-American Comparative Literature (British Isles, Canada, the United States 
of America), the Comparative Literature of English-Speaking Cultures, or, to get 
closer to the area originally covered by Mihály Szegedy-Maszák’s article, Eastern 
European Comparative Literature and Central European Comparative Literature, 
both focusing on their proper area’s phenomena.13

Swapan Majumdar in his Comparative Literature: Indian Dimensions outlined 
a model for a system of comparative literary study in 1987 that could be, with 
some reservations and modifications, taken as an example to adapt to the specific 
conditions in Central Europe. His suggestion is to “let the Indian specimen of CL 
emanate from our own soil and clime, where rather than depending on second 
hand or reported sources, we can rely more on our immediate and first-hand 
literary experiences” (Majumdar 1987, 14). In other words, such methodology 
is bottom-up and empirical, creating its categories and systems on the basis of 
the data gathered, even if it means that the categories thus emerging might be 
radically different from traditional ones. Instead of using ready-made labels and 
structures, it creates them from scratch. In other words, “the way out seems to 
be to acknowledge a definitive future anteriority, a ‘to come’-ness, a ‘will have 
happened’ quality” (Spivak 2004, 6), even if it means giving up some of the 
comfortably available patterns one is used to relying on.

Because “culture is seldom a monolithic pattern” (Majumdar 1987, 15), one 
that is both “acquired from the multiple layers of living – erudite and popular, 
aristocratic and pedestrian, sacred and profane at the same time” (Majumdar 
1987, 15); and there are also enormous variations on the basis of geographical and 
social contexts, “in the pursuit of comparative studies, the regional or for that 
matter the most close at hand literature should form the core of a comparative 

13	 The idea of a shared cultural heritage in Central Europe, Eastern Europe, or East-Central 
Europe has, of course, its own history and is certainly not a groundbreaking idea at this point. 
Sidestepping such early formulations as Friedrich Naumann’s (1915) or Sándor Eckhart’s 
(1932), it seems inevitable to once again recall the already quoted Tibor Klaniczay (1963) and 
Dionýz Ďurišin (1975), but one could also mention Virgil Nemoianu (2006, 91), Ivo Pospíšil’s 
various discussions both of the Central European area and of the special cultural connections 
of the various states of Czechs, Slovaks, Hungarians, and Poles (cf. Pospíšil 2009, 53–55; 2013, 
19–21, 34–43) or Miloš Zelenka’s contributions (2008; 2011; 2017), including their co-authored 
text (Pospíšil and Zelenka 1998). This incomplete and non-exhaustive list should, of course, 
also contain such names as Ján Koška (1998), István Fried (1986), Marcel Cornis-Pope and John 
Neubauer (2002).
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praxis” (Majumdar 1987, 15). That is to say, the nationalist, monoculturalist 
approach should be exchanged for a regionalist, multiculturalist approach.14

If one applies this to the problems discussed above, one can say that any 
approach to Hungarian literature should first of all forget about “Hungarian 
literature” and work with Hungarian literatures, both synchronically and 
diachronically. Hungarian, for example, could, in one sense, be understood as 
a word derived from Hungary, or “Hungaria,” meaning an area, even if at times 
virtual, and not a nationality or a language. If used in this sense, it should not 
mean Magyar but those cultural spatialities that at certain points in time or space 
constitute the spatial matrix of “Hungaria,” even if this spatiality very often does 
not form a concrete geographical or political entity. This usage is, of course, 
rooted in the distinction available in some Slavic languages between “uherský/
uhorský” and “maĎarský” (Sziklay 1948, 139), one that should definitely take the 
place of the nationalist equation of language with nationality and literature in our 
thinking about phenomena in Hungarian literatures.

Diachronically, such an approach should also take into consideration the 
instability of the terms Hungary and Hungarian in history. The area of Hungary 
has been in continuous flux over the centuries and thus no reliance on any 
specific state can be justified. After World War I, this question becomes even more 
complicated with the appearance of Hungarian works and communities outside 
the borders of the state of Hungary; thus, in certain configurations, Hungarian 
literary and cultural space should include those areas as well where Hungarian 
literary works are created in a minority position. It is especially important to 
emphasize here that one should not allow for any sense of a country-centric 
bias and should not consider works produced outside the borders of the state of 
Hungary secondary in any sense, not even by the seemingly positive but in reality 
exclusionary practice of valuing works created outside those borders just for their 
mere existence.

Likewise, there is a need to take into consideration the multiplicity of 
Hungarian literatures synchronically, and even spatially. One should consider 
Hungarian literary space and all other literary spaces of the region as one made 
up of various localities and areas of cultural, literary, and social space, with their 
own forces, values, traditions, and systems, but nevertheless interconnected. 
The tradition(s) of those people of Slovak, Serbian, Romanian, German, or Roma 
identity (and the list is in no way complete) who write in their own language or 

14	 Once again, it is crucial to stress that I am not claiming to have invented anything new here. 
Besides those quoted in the last few paragraphs (Klaniczay 1963; Basnett 1993; Spivak 2004), 
one should certainly call attention to the attempts of the Brno School of Comparative Literature 
to (re)define the field as a form of area studies (cf. e.g. Pospíšil 2009; 2013), their already 
mentioned roots in the approach of Dionýz Ďurišin, and to a lesser extent Marcel Cornis-Pope’s 
and John Neubauer’s likewise already cited four-volume work on the history of East-Central 
European Literatures.
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in Hungarian or both cannot be considered the same as that of ethnic Hungarians. 
Similarly, Hungarian writers living and working in diaspora are also working in 
a completely different cultural space than those on the territory of the state of 
Hungary.15 Likewise, the various local identities, such as Palóc, Kun, and others, 
might turn out to be not only meaningful but even of primary importance.

This change obviously means the coupling of area studies with comparative 
literature, as suggested above, and as practised by the Brno School of Comparative 
Literature, already discussed above. As Spivak notes, this is necessary because 
“without the support of humanities, Area Studies can still only transgress 
frontiers in the name of crossing borders; and, without a transformed Area 
Studies, Comparative Literature remains imprisoned within borders it will not 
cross” (2004, 7). This is to be done in a way “to resist mere appropriation by 
the dominant” (Spivak 2004, 11), with rigorous attention to language, also and 
primarily in its local varieties, and bearing in mind “the irreducible hybridity of 
all languages” (Spivak 2004, 9) and communities.

As pointed out during the discussion of various shortcomings of the language-
based, nationalist approach to culture, as showcased by Mihály Szegedy-
Maszák’s (2003) article, this has a whole range of consequences, of which the 
need to realize the importance of the Central European cultural area is only one. 
Nevertheless, if one accepts that the Central European cultural area means a set 
of shared values, affinities, heritage, models, and so on, it logically follows that 
literary texts originating in any one of the constitutive cultures of this region are 
likely to be more easily adaptable to the other cultures of the region than to any 
other, less directly related target culture. In terms of a specific strategy, this means 
that translations between the languages of the region should be encouraged and, 
at the level of policy making, ideally, even preferentially supported.

Beyond National Literature(s)

What happens to the concept of national literature in this model is a very relevant 
albeit not uncontroversial question. At the very least, as pointed out above, it 
leads to the need to substitute national literature with national literatures. So, 
instead of talking about Hungarian literature, there is a need to discuss Hungarian 
literatures, which, at the very least should recognize the multiplicity of literatures 
written in Hungarian: the difference between Hungarian texts created within the 
borders of the state of Hungary and the numerous Hungarian literatures created 
in the various diasporas including, but not limited to, formerly Hungarian 
territories; the difference between texts created in Hungarian by ethnically 

15	 This is, of course, not meant to imply that L1 and L2 are mutually interchangeable, or even 
comparable in terms of quantity, attractiveness, or even feasibility. See e.g. Footnote 6 above.
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Hungarian writers and those of other ethnicities (e.g. the early Hungarian poetry 
of Pavol Országh Hviezdoslav, the Hungarian poetry of Alexander Kormos, the 
prose of Pál Závada). The same could, of course, apply to the other literatures of 
the Central European cultural area, obviously with the necessary modifications 
reflecting certain political and historical factors.

Ideally, however, the concept of Hungarian literatures should also include 
writers writing about culturally Hungarian content in languages other than 
Hungarian. These would include not only texts written in German or Latin for 
historical reasons but also the texts of émigré Hungarian writers publishing in 
the language(s) of their new home(s). Also, it is hard to see why certain works of 
Hungarian writers who are working in multiple languages should be excluded 
merely because they were not written in Hungarian.

Yet, once the suggestion that regional communities are to be favoured over 
(artificially) linguistically homogenous national literatures is taken seriously, it is 
a question whether the concept of national literatures is really necessary or, at the 
very least, if it remains the most interpretatively productive concept. Arguably, 
the literary history of any one group presiding in a given territory cannot be 
sufficiently objective, representative, and complex without, at the same time, 
also juxtaposing or, better yet, integrating the literary history of the other groups 
coexisting in the same place in the same period. So, for example, as I have suggested 
in a footnote above, however complex, multiply controversial, and possibly 
utopian this may sound, instead of writing, say, the history of Hungarian literature 
in Hungary, we should aim to write the literary history of literatures in Hungary: 
that is, the project would juxtapose, compare, and contrast the development of 
the literary output in Hungarian, Slovak, German, Romanian, and Serbian at the 
very least. Likewise: projects of writing the multiethnic and multilingual history 
of Banat literatures, Transylvanian literatures, the multilingual literatures of 
Central European Jews, and so on should ideally take precedence over the more 
traditional histories of national (or subnational) literatures.

Returning to the question of translations, these new literary histories could 
and should be followed by the mutual translation of literary texts of these regions 
or communities. This would both enrich all literatures and cultures involved 
and, hopefully, would also help in better understanding the local other(s), their 
historical traumas, and the differing perspectives on a shared albeit differently 
experienced heritage. This enrichment and cross-fertilization of the various 
literatures involved would also arguably make them more resilient against “the 
advancement of the unification” of culture in “a world that is becoming unitary 
by leaps and bounds in the era of the World Wide Web” (Szegedy-Maszák 2003, 
13) than creating “higher-quality” English translations of those same works, 
whatever higher quality is supposed to mean.
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Abstract. The present study aims at discussing memory and remembrance 
through their relationship with literature, more precisely, poetry. The 
analysis reaches back to Plato’s dialogue about the primacy of orality over 
literacy. Relying on the myth of Mnemosyne and Lethe, it then flows over 
to look at poetry as a special type of remembrance. Poems seem to remain 
ambiguous in nature, concealing and revealing truth at the same time. 
However, through this constant hide-and-seek with the audience, as far as 
their interpretations are concerned, they unravel the art of creation itself. 
They bring the reader back to the origins, to the source of memories. The 
practical part of the study consists of presenting and analysing contemporary 
Hungarian poems by Krisztina Tóth. The poems were selected arbitrarily, 
but they refer to or hint at Mnemosyne and/or memory.

Keywords: memory, remembrance, myth, origin.

“Memories warm you up from the inside.
But they also tear you apart.”

(Haruki Murakami, Kafka on the Shore)

Introduction

There are realms lying both outside and inside us, realms which neither our 
eyes nor our minds can comprehend yet which are nevertheless true and real. 
Be it faraway lands or those of dreams, memories, hopes, and wishes that are 
intangible to us, we cannot deny their existence or influence upon our daily lives 
and ourselves. They shape our inner landscapes and may define who we are to a 
higher degree than any other factor, e.g. family, work, society, or our environment.

In the twenty-first century, there seems to be a science of everything. Humankind 
has always been eager to try to measure as well as decipher the unknown. Starting 
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from space to the human body and the working of the human mind, people want 
to know every detail and find a logical explanation for everything. Thus, there is 
a science of dreams – oneirology –, a science of belief, one of consciousness and 
a science of memory, among others, too.

Memories play an essential role in our lives because they help us hold on to the 
things we have learnt and experienced. They secure the continuity of what we 
call I. According to studies in the field, we can differentiate between short- and 
long-term memories, working and cognitive memory, or, based on their subject 
and the degree of awareness, between declarative and non-declarative memory, 
etc. (Greschko 2019). In addition to researching the way these types of memory 
work, it is equally important to understand how we forget things and what causes 
us to suffer from amnesia, i.e. accidents, illnesses, or traumas.

In the human brain, there are distinct areas that form and store the different 
memories, which are held in groups of neurons. The interconnections between 
the cells within the assembly trigger the stimulus that leads us to recall things. 
However, it is not clear yet how exactly the nerve cells’ activity translates our 
experiences into memory or why and how some memories need reconsolidation, 
nor the way other people and circumstances can influence and even change the 
memories of events we ourselves have witnessed (Greschko 2019).

Literature, in its turn, deals with memory and remembrance in its own ways, 
for example, as research on literary memory or through naming the objects 
remembered and those triggering our memory explicitly in the works. The 
Proustian madeleine sets a specific direction in handling memory in literary 
texts, whereby non-declarative, involuntary memory gains space in the search for 
lost time, which, according to Deleuze (2000) corresponds to the search for truth, 
the true essence, and thus becomes a learning process. By founding modernity as 
a rite of remembrance, Proust sheds light upon the performative act of writing as 
giving account of both the present rooted in the past and the impermanence of 
the present at the same time (Sághy and Tóth 2004). Thus, we arrive at the core 
of this paper, namely writing, more specifically literary texts, which promise to 
provide us with answers to questions revolving around why and how literary 
texts help us get closer to our very essence by the act of remembrance.

From the Beginning…

At the time of the big turn switching from oral to written literature, orality was 
closely connected with the figure of Mnemosyne. In Greek mythology, Mnemosyne 
was the goddess of memory. She was one of the twelve children of Uranus and Gaia, 
the primordial gods in the Greek pantheon. Her name means memory, and it is her 
that the ability to remember, to use the power of reason, and to make use of language 
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derive from. Thus, “Mnemosyne is a pure abstraction, Memory personified” (Rose 
1929, 21). She was included in the Titans’ circle; however, she did not necessarily 
fit in. Her position most probably was due to the legend preserving the importance 
of memory among oral peoples (cf. Notopoulos 1938, 466). 

Once written literature had developed and started to gain territory, 
Mnemosyne’s figure became less essential. The myth went on to explain that as 
the female Titans had not taken part in the fight, which resulted in the rise of 
Zeus and the Olympians, their lives were spared. Zeus seduced Mnemosyne, and 
the two spent nine consecutive nights together. Thus, the nine Muses were born: 
Calliope – Muse of heroic or epic poetry, Clio – Muse of history, Erato – Muse 
of lyric and love poetry, Euterpe – Muse of music or flutes, Melpomene – Muse 
of tragedy, Polymnia – Muse of sacred poetry or of the mimic art, Terpsichore – 
Muse of dancing and choral song, Thalia – Muse of comedy, and Urania – Muse of 
astronomy (cf. Encyclopaedia Britannica n. y., n. p.). With the birth of the Muses, 
Mnemosyne’s character lost her relevance in further myths. The goddess was 
mentioned in opposition to Lethe’s tale – the Underground River of forgetting 
–, in the form of a river or pool that made the one to drink from it remember 
everything (cf. Cusumano 1997, 71–78).

Written literature from the sixth century on preserved if not the figure of 
Mnemosyne, then at least that of the Muses; poets invoked them in the prelude 
as a convention (Notopoulos 1938). Yet, while this fact once again proves the 
highlighted position of the mother of the Muses, and, as such, memory had taken 
in oral poetry, it shows her decline to mere formality in written texts. The reason 
behind her devaluation lies in the different functions memory fulfilled in oral 
and written literature.

Firstly, the poet’s goal in oral poetry was to keep experiences alive and pass 
them on to posterity, which could be achieved through permanent repetition. 
The oral poets were “mnemotechnicians,” who conserved the useful by making 
metrical patterns that facilitated the preservation of information. Secondly, next 
to utility, memory was equally linked to immortality, since in and through verse, 
the information preserved would become immortal. Thirdly, in oral poetry, the 
use of memory played a relevant role in the creative process as well. It had a static 
characteristic because, as mentioned before, the oral poet had to memorize several 
word groups and formulas s/he could use when composing the poem. In this case, 
creativity meant using the given phrases creatively, in such a way that they fit the 
verse and still told what the poet intended to (cf. Notopoulos 1938, 470–471).

No wonder then that written literature caused an uproar in those times, for it 
was considered it would weaken and narcotize memory. The conservative oral 
tradition and the progressive written one clashed. The former advocated that the 
written letters would destroy memory, whereas the latter stood up for written 
texts as conservers of memory.



87 Vilma-Irén MIHÁLY

Plato, in his dialogue entitled Phaedrus (370 BC), presented a myth about the 
birth of writing. According to the myth, the Egyptian half-god, Theuth, introduced 
writing together with other inventions of his to King Thamus as follows: “This 
[…] will make the Egyptians wiser and give them better memories; it is a specific 
both for the memory and for the wit” (Plato 370 BC, 55). However, Thamus replied 
to him wisely, pointing out quite the opposite:

[…] this discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls, 
because they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external 
written characters and not remember of themselves. The specific which you 
have discovered is an aid not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you 
give your disciples not truth, but only the semblance of truth; they will 
be hearers of many things and will have learned nothing; they will appear 
to be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they will be tiresome 
company, having the show of wisdom without the reality. (Plato 370 BC, 55)

Oral recollection as the authentic source of knowledge and literacy as the 
starting point of human forgetting face each other in Plato’s dialogue. Whereas 
oral/verbal memory stands in direct connection with the world of ideas and is 
synonymous with thinking, the written word, dead in nature, can only repeat, 
better said, imitate the former living repetition mechanically and symbolically 
(cf. Orbán 2016). Plato’s philosophy is based upon the interrelatedness between 
memory and orality. In his view, the oral poet and the philosopher were akin; 
they used memory as a creative factor in contrast to writers who turned memory 
into a convention in literature, e.g. the invocation of the Muses in the preludes 
(cf. Notopoulos 1938).

Plato’s philosophy on orality versus literacy is rooted in Orphism and 
Pythagoreanism, where “the transmigration of souls was intimately bound up 
with memory which was the link between this world and the life after death” 
(Notopoulos 1938, 480). Both traditions rely on the aforementioned myth of the 
two springs, namely Lethe, i.e. forgetting, and Mnemosyne, i.e. remembering, 
which once again proves the importance of memory within oral tradition not 
only in poetry and philosophy but also in religion.

Following this line of thought, the fact that literacy is capable of replacing 
memory proves to be illusory, since it brings forgetfulness into the souls of people 
who use it. It is a matter of original against image. In oral tradition, memory works 
free of symbolism, while in a written context it makes use of symbols, i.e. images. 
Writing does not help the endeavour of the truth-seeking memory because it is an 
outer pursuit, and, as such, it only puts memory to sleep through its dead signs 
(Plato 370 BC, 57). Oral memory is closer to thought, whereas literacy needs 
images to access knowledge. To be as close as possible to the origins, without any 
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obstacles is of great importance to philosophers and poets too. Memory enables 
them to apprehend thought/poetry in the soul (Notopoulos 1938).

In this context, memory is creative, since it stands at the “basis of the soul’s 
recollection of the world of ideas” (Notopoulos 1938, 483). As such, memory 
is close to dialectic, which in its turn can be easily associated with the literary 
form of the dialogue applied by Plato too. Dialogues and arguing can be linked to 
oral tradition because they enable thought to defend itself if necessary. The oral 
feature of reason prevents philosophy from becoming dogmatic, and it allows a 
living insight. Thus, reason is creative, “seeking immortality through continual 
discussion” (Notopoulos 1938, 484). One can conclude that, according to Plato, 
in addition to oral poetry, philosophy and oral dialectic were deeply rooted in 
the figure of Mnemosyne.

According to Plato’s Theaetetus (around 369 BC), another famous Socratic 
dialogue, Mnemosyne offered each person a wax tablet,1 which they held in 
their souls, and whenever they wanted to remember the things they had heard 
or seen, they could impress them on the tablet. Via memory, one could recall 
the impressions and thoughts and match them to the surrounding reality. The 
process of remembering is not restricted to retrieval only, as we could see in 
Phaedrus, but it is creative and inspiring at the same time. As mother of the 
Muses, Mnemosyne, and her daughters provide poets with constant inspiration 
connecting them with the lost world of ancient knowledge. However, as opposed 
to writing on papyrus, these wax tablets are to be found in the soul; they are 
inside and not outside the holders of memory.

The advent of literacy was surrounded by controversy regarding the very 
essence of both oral and written word, namely memory, its veridicity, and its 
relationship to truth. It seems as if words, especially written ones, would alienate 
our perception of the nature of things, as they truly are, being outer holders of 
memory. Can words, written texts, literature be still considered veritable or 
reliable sources of memory?

If we consider that Mnemosyne is the goddess of memory and the mother of 
the Muses, who are closely related to inspiring literary texts in particular, this 
would relativize Plato’s view upon the fake character of literacy in contrast to 
orality. It makes literary texts into authentic reflections of truth and essence, 
coming as close to the origins as possible. Literary texts bear the truth through 

1	 Cicero also mentions wax tablets in the 2nd book of De oratore in a similar manner to Plato’s. The 
Roman scholar names wax tablets as mnemonic places with letters being associated with images. 
When recalling a certain memory, one first sketches an inner image, which must designate the 
thing to be remembered and which is no longer present, thus being invisible. The image is the 
visible sign for that thing printing itself in the mnemonic place. The images are recorded in the 
mnemonic place similarly to the way letters are written onto a wax tablet. In the same way, the 
architecture of memory is replaced by the textual space of literature (cf. Lachmann 2008, 303).
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the force of their linguistic representation; “spiritus” and “litera” form a unity in 
the interpretations of such works (Gadamer 1995, 51).

…up to Our Days

It may seem that the myth of Mnemosyne and Plato’s dialogue about literacy 
belong to a distant past; however, they are ever present and of relevance. Today 
we are experiencing a similar change in our world to that of the times when 
the Greek philosopher feared the loss of truth and reality once the written word 
should become predominant. Do digitalism and the Internet not represent a 
menace to literacy in general nowadays though the digital can be considered 
a hybrid merging the oral and the written word? Can literature/poetry and art 
be the exception? Inspired by the Muses, they have always been closest to the 
origins, being at the same time examples of the creative process themselves.

According to Hans-Georg Gadamer, not all written speech has such a self-
expressive character as literary texts do. For example, a private note serves only as 
a support for memory. Here writing becomes secondary to an event, information, or 
thought; or in the case of scientific prose, where the informative content of the text 
is essential, the linguistic form of the text is interchangeable (in principle, it can be 
told in other words without diminishing its informative value) (Gadamer 1994a, 
132). In contrast, the eminence of the literary text, which claims to transcend all 
limits and occasions (Gadamer 1994b, 192), is not only understood in terms of what 
it is intended to be but in terms of the self-referential text in the expression of its 
embodiment. The place of object references is taken over by the self-referentiality 
of poetic text, the language of which is not interchangeable. We cannot change any 
punctuation mark without violating the meaning of the whole. Thus, by spanning 
space and time, the poetic work manages to become more expressive, that is to say, 
to become a surplus of unspeakable content (Gadamer 1994a, 137).

Literature offers a wide span of exploring the phenomena called remembrance 
and forgetting, since often it deals precisely with memory in its relationship to 
language. Friedrich Hölderlin’s poem entitled Mnémosyné (1803) opens with 
the lines: “Ein Zeichen sind wir, deutungslos / Schmerzlos sind wir, und haben 
fast / Die Sprache in der Fremde verloren,” i.e. “We are a sign, meaningless / 
Painless we are, and have almost / Lost our language in a foreign land.”2 In my 
interpretation, these verses align with Gadamer’s belief regarding poetic texts. 
The poem suggests that poetry reminds us of a state, a way of thinking, and an 
attitude which have been almost forgotten, when the conceptual language used 
by philosophy erased them after thinking had become cognition (Dobos 2017). 

2	 Translated by the author of the present paper.
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From the beginning up to now, poetry and philosophy seem to have lost their 
once – at Plato’s time – existing strong bond.

Hölderlin’s words are clear but hard to decipher. We, presumably people in 
general, have become signs, which have no meaning. This is an undesirable state 
leaving people stranded, alone, drifting without any guidance in the world. The 
fact that we cannot feel any pain makes us wonder whether we are still human. In 
this void, we have almost lost language too, another important factor in humans’ 
lives and communication. If we in the poem refers to us, mortals, then the foreign 
land may be understood as the land of gods, the immortals. Finding themselves 
at a distance from the gods, people have turned into meaningless signs. Language 
as a linking thread is still there, yet it has been almost lost as well. The choice of 
the time adverbial is suggestive; almost hints at the thread being thin. However, 
through describing our present state through void, meaninglessness, and loss, the 
poem shows us that there must have been times when our situation in the world 
was the opposite, i.e. complete and meaningful. Thus, back then, maybe when 
the land of mortals was still close to that of the immortals, people had the ability 
to recognize memory enclosed in language, which had a revealing and concealing 
nature at the same time (cf. Dobos 2017, 53). Despite, or precisely because, being 
characterized by this duality, poetic language manages to preserve the essence of 
language, namely of leading back to the source, the origins, and as such, it works 
against forgetting. The reason lies in the potentiality of poetic expression, which 
is capable of unfolding truth, e.g. the truth of fleeting memory.

In modern literature, truth, revealing itself in fleeting memory, is connected 
with the experience of unspeakability. If, according to the myth, Lethe brings 
forgetting and death with herself, then Mnemosyne is the name of openness, the 
allegory of alétheia (Dobos 2017, 53). This reading of written poetry resembles 
Plato’s view on oral poetry and dismisses the fear of the Socratic philosopher 
regarding written texts and their relationship to truth. Written poetry is capable 
of perceiving the rendering of memory not as a loss but as a possibility, which 
opens the way for memory to be conceivable in/through language.

From Wax Tablets to Dustings of Snow

When remembering Paul de Man, Derrida writes about Mnemosyne, connecting 
memory with grief. He asks himself what true grief is. Which is more unfaithful, 
possible or impossible grieving? Possible grief refers to the interiorized image of 
the other (individual or thing) that we hold in ourselves, while impossible grief 
keeps the distance between the I and the other person without engulfing him/her 
into a narcissist’s grave. Grief becomes synonymous with an obituary (cf. Prágai 
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2002, n. p.). Nevertheless, in poetry, even necrologies possess double meanings: 
they reveal and conceal through the power of poetic language.

Az emlékezetről [On Memory]3 is a poem written by the Hungarian writer, 
translator, and poet Krisztina Tóth (1967–), which was published in the volume 
Porhó [Dustings of Snow] in 2001. The poem is dedicated to Balázs Simon (1966–
2001) – fellow poet and friend of the authoress –, who suffered of brain tumour and 
died the very year Tóth’s volume of poems appeared. Thus, a first possible reading 
of the poem would be that of an obituary or an homage brought to a dear, talented 
friend. If read from this perspective, there is grief behind the lines of the poem. 
Someone beloved is passing away, becoming memory. Yet, Mnemosyne is there, the 
goddess’s eyes are like a camera that captures every moment, place, and happening. 
The first lines of the poem describe the mother of the Muses as someone who never 
sleeps nor blinks, making sure that everything is recorded, i.e. “számontartatik” 
(“is remembered/is being accounted for”). The poem itself acts like Plato’s wax 
tablets. As if entering a dialogue with Balázs Simon through the dedication at the 
beginning of the poem, the lyrical I reassures him that nothing will be forgotten. 
The poem enumerates places – “the street front, the fence” –, things – “the elevator 
door,” the leaves covering the yard –, and moments – the ambulance pulling up 
in front of the house –, which can be interpreted as items imprinted on the soul’s 
wax tablet meant to be recalled whenever needed, better said, always, for they are 
everyday objects encountered at each step. Maybe they represent joint memories of 
happenings that the lyrical I and the dead/dying friend had experienced together. 
Either way they allow several associations and interpretations, which then lead 
back to Mnemosyne. The goddess’s name frames the poem, as well as the repetition 
of the first lines, namely that “the past: / is being accounted for / in its smallest / 
detail” (cf. “múlt: / számontartatik / minden szemnyi / részlet”).

A further possible reading of the poem opens up deeper layers. The poem, 
similarly to Hölderlin’s, is about memory and the act of remembering; thus, it can 
be defined as belonging to fictions/poetry of memory4 (cf. Neumann 2008, 334). 
On the one hand, there is Mnemosyne who sees and registers everything and 
makes account of each detail. The repetition framing the poem, together with the 
enumerations, gives the impression as if retrieving pieces of information, which 
place memory outside the personal field of the speaker. On the other hand, in 
the middle lines of the poem, the view turns inside: we are led into the realm of 

3	 The poem in Hungarian and its translation can be found in the Appendix at the end of the study. 
The translations of Krisztina Tóth’s poems and titles are my own throughout this paper.

4	 The term “fictions of memory” refers to works that represent a process of remembering. The 
word fiction has a double meaning. Firstly, it designates literature or non-referential narratives 
that depict the workings of memory. Secondly, it refers to stories told by individuals or cultures 
about their past that are meant to answer the question: “Who am I/are we?” Often these stories 
prove to be imaginative (re)constructions of the past that respond to current needs (Neumann 
2008, 334).
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dreams: “deep down in our dreams / dwells humming from the vent, flying / till 
dawn the bird, / which screams into our windows, as / the ambulance pulls up / 
in front of the house” (cf. “álmunk alján lakik / a szellőzőből búgó, hajnalig szálló 
/ madár, mely ablakunkba / vijjog, ha a mentő a / ház elé befordul”). Dreams 
belong to the personal, inner territory where, for example, the voice of the bird 
and of the ambulance can last until dawn, dismissing and defying conventional 
space and time. According to Prágai, Mnemosyne cannot take account of this 
inner dreamscape (2002, n. p.). The goddess captures the motionless flight, 
whereas for the lyrical I the bird is flying deep down into the subconscious. Thus, 
On Memory reveals and conceals truth through both form and content at the same 
time by gliding from the outside into the depth of the soul and vice versa. The 
formal devices applied strengthen Mnemosyne’s quality as an observer. The lines 
describing what the goddess of memory sees are static, which is highlighted by 
the use of the passive voice that does not imply an active agent and that focuses 
on the object of perception. The objects of perception are also enumerated in 
nominal style without any real activity implied. The only verb present in this 
part is shall remain, which in fact gives the impression of trying to keep the 
image motionless, unchanged, and unalterable. In contrast to this static picture, 
in the dreamscape there is some movement represented through the flying bird, 
and the ambulance pulling up in front of the house while screaming. Thus, the 
image of the inner world seems to be more dynamic, disrupting the stasis present 
in the frame of the poem. After these six lines situated in the middle of the poem, 
everything slows down again and Mnemosyne’s figure reappears, the finishing 
lines being in the passive voice again. Paradoxically, the parts meant to bring 
dynamism into the poem dismiss spatial and temporal boundaries, a fact which 
in my reading underlines the ever-present nature of memory, a quality which 
has a similar effect to motionlessness, namely the state of always being present, 
i.e. that of being, regardless of space and time. Poetry, as we could witness in 
Tóth’s On Memory, mimes the workings of memory not only through enlisting 
the objects and happenings to be remembered but also formally, and is thus able 
to show everything, even moments which are thought to be concealed from the 
goddess of memory too, by proving the contrary.

Similarly to the poem discussed above, the entire volume, Porhó [Dustings of 
Snow], was composed consciously, containing numerous cycles of new and old 
poems revolving around memory and remembering. Tóth’s poetry can be labelled 
as a poetry of remembrance in pursuit of taking hold of time, constantly facing 
impermanence (cf. Osztroluczky 2015, 66; Szávai 2009, 135). The cycles follow 
each other according to retrospective logic, which is a compositional refiguration 
of memory (Osztroluczky 2015).

Memory itself appears in different ways, as we could see in the poem above, e.g. 
as personal or placed outside one’s range, as inner to the text itself, or occurring 
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between texts with intertextual allusions. The poetic forms chosen involve 
images, stories, communicative situations, questions, and answers. Among the 
poetic devices we can find the enjambment, unique punctuation – punctuation 
marks are either missing or are intentionally misplaced –; fragmented syntax, 
vast poetic imagery, e.g. repetitions, symbols, and metaphors, which allow 
several layers of interpretation. As we could witness in the poem On Memory, 
the indefinable process of time passing alternates with static moments of time, 
leading to insecurity. Half-thoughts and fragmentation imitate the diction of the 
inner private talk. In contrast, the static moments that one could catch hold of 
are sharp, have their own face and eyes, looking back at the lyrical I without even 
blinking (Osztroluczky 2015).

In the title-giving poem of the volume, Porhó [Dustings of Snow], the lyrical 
I’s face preserves her identity uttering in the fifth stanza: “I preserve my face” 
(cf. “őrzöm arcomat”), but in Síró ponyva [Crying Pulp Fiction] her face slowly 
withdraws from beneath the face: “slowly, the face retreats from underneath 
the face” (cf. “lassan kivonul az arc az arc alól”) (Osztroluczky 2015). It is as if 
Plato’s/Mnemosyne’s wax tablets had been replaced by “dustings of snow.” In the 
last four stanzas of the poem, the lyrical I asks herself what good the past thirty-
two years of dustings of snow had been, where they had gone untraced, or if there 
were traces, what was there beyond them:

yet what’s happened, what good
the thirty-two years of dusting snow, 
 my snowmonth, 
 my ardour 

where did it go wreathing untraced, 
and where is it, if there’s trace, 
 hearts, 
 words

what lies there in their depths, 
will it pass like this, will it live like this?
 Or beyond
 beyond

this way too complicated existence, beyond all this
I shall arrive sometime
 and understand my presence here
 over there?!5 

5	 For the Hungarian original, see the Appendix.
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In my reading, the “dustings of snow” have the same function as wax tablets – 
they should preserve the past for a better understanding of the self in the present. 
However, the self-apprehension is postponed into the future, and it becomes 
hypothetical. The dustings of the snow seem either to have disappeared, or, if 
there were any traces left, what would there be beyond the surface, beyond the 
heart, beyond words?

In these lines, we have Tóth’s ars poetica comprised. The soul longs for 
certainty, clings on to memories, which are stored here on dustings of snow, 
clear, white, but ephemeral. Words are signs, traces on the surface, revealing and 
hiding things at the same time. Can one take hold of oneself, of time? This seems 
to remain an open question. There is a past, a present, and a future, yet the last 
lines dissolve the boundaries of time in that they suggest that the understanding 
of the present is possible in the future, whereas we are in the ever present.

It is precisely this assumption of another existing world, of a belief in a then 
and there that makes Tóth’s poem stand out from the intertextual web of poems6 
which have as a starting point Attila József’s Születésnapomra [For My Birthday] 
written in 1937. While the authoress preserves the structure of her precursor’s 
poem, trying to follow rhyme patterns as well, the main question she asks in 
Porhó [Dustings of Snow] is how it is possible to maintain one’s identity against 
time, and when one would receive an answer to the meaning of existence (cf. 
Fenyő 2005, n. p.).

Reading the poem from the perspective of intertextuality opens up new ways of 
interpretation; however, due to lack of space, the only aspect this paper mentions 
without elaborating on it is the memory space created through the intertextual 
connections. The thirty-two years do not link Tóth’s poem only to that of Attila 
József’s but also to the precursors of the latter, namely Mihály Babits and Dezső 
Kosztolányi, and to all the poems that have been written since 1937 and that 
build on the initial Születésnapomra [For My Birthday] (Fenyő 2005). Thus, as 
proven by Tóth’s poem, intertextuality can form memory spaces, since texts have 
a memory themselves. With each new act of writing, the space between existing 
texts is traversed, whereas the codes retain their referential character in relation 
to their semantic potential as well as to cultural experience (Lachmann 2008). 
All texts participate, repeat, and constitute acts of memory, since all of them are 
produced through distancing and surpassing precursor texts. Additionally, they 
all contain cryptic elements being marked by the doubling of the manifest and the 
latent, and lastly by making use of mnemotechnic procedures. Similarly to the 

6	 There are a number of well-known poems that build on Attila József’s Születésnapomra [For My 
Birthday] (1937) intertextually, e.g. Dezső Székely’s and Géza Szőcs’s poems with the same title; 
Zsófia Balla’s Az élő forma [The Living Form]; Bírálóimhoz. Születésnapomra. Plágium! [To My 
Judges. For My Birthday. Plagiarism!] by András Ferenc Kovács; or A Bús, Piros Vödör Dala [The 
Song of the Sad, Red Bucket] by Dániel Varró (cf. Fenyő 2005, n. p.).
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workings of memory, poetry and literary texts in general, besides retrieving past 
events and experiences, contribute to recreating this very past. Intertextuality 
is a good example of this process because with each reference there is another 
meaning added to the texts, or rather, another layer is revealed. The fleeting nature 
of memory is often rendered in contemporary fiction through polyvalence and the 
elusiveness of past experiences, as acts of memory do not offer as much insight 
into the factual conditions of the past as into current schemes of interpretation 
(Neumann 2008, 338). Nevertheless, in this way, we, the readers, get a glance at 
both the past and at how memory works.

Conclusions

The present study intended to start at the dawn of written literature and follow 
the relationship between truth, memory, and literary texts via Hölderlin up to 
selected contemporary poems by Krisztina Tóth. Plato’s concerns referring to the 
loss of memory and, in consequence, the loss of knowledge and truth once the 
written word became predominant are relevant and similar to today’s fears about 
technology, the digital and virtual world, artificial intelligence taking over the 
role of traditional communication, i.e. speaking and writing.

We could see that Plato was right to some extent because, with time, words 
have lost their initial strong bond with truth. In Hölderlin’s lines, at the beginning 
of the nineteenth century, language, the connection with the source, the world of 
the ancient, the immortal gods appear as a thin thread, and people have become 
signs. However, it is, for example, precisely Hölderlin’s poetry that witnesses the 
way poetic language is an exception to the rule if we were to accept Plato’s credo 
about the supremacy of orality over literacy. Poetry has always been capable of 
using language in a way as to reveal eternal truth, even that of ephemerality or 
the true nature of memory. Through its self-referentiality, it can depict things 
that are difficult to utter otherwise; it reveals and conceals at the same time, but 
through this duality – which at times turns into ambiguity – it leads to a deep 
understanding of human nature. Hölderlin draws our attention to people having 
become meaningless signs, incapable of feeling pain, another way of saying they 
are inhuman, yet he does so in a unique manner, which makes the reader not 
only think about human essence and identity but also touches our souls. It leads 
us back to our source, to Mnemosyne; we start to long for ourselves again, for 
becoming human.

Contemporary Hungarian poetry, which we could take a glance at when 
discussing Krisztina Tóth’s poems, mirrors and performs the relationship 
between written language, truth, and memory both through its form and its 
content. Fragmented thoughts and splintered moments/images of memory are 
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reflected in fragmented syntax, missing or misused punctuation marks, etc. in On 
Memory, Dustings of Snow. Nevertheless, there is a striving for turning towards 
the self, a shift from the outside to the inner world, from dustings of snow to wax 
tablets. The lyrical I is trying to get hold of herself via remembering, but she often 
discovers the fleeting aspect of memory. She needs to remember her Self and 
(re)discover Mnemosyne within herself. Poetry and art shall always show the 
direction as the most suitable forms of expressing truth. They provide the bridge 
between surface and depth, urging us not to forget who we are. Humans.
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Appendix

Tóth Krisztina

Az emlékezetrõl

Simon Balázsnak

Mnémoszüné: nem alszik, sose pislog.
Minden tekintet számontartatik.
Az utcafront, a kerítés,
trafik, a pincelépcső gránitján
a csíkok, a liftajtó, az udvar
lombja: így fog maradni
minden, álmunk alján lakik
a szellőzőből búgó, hajnalig szálló
madár, mely ablakunkba
vijjog, ha a mentő a
ház elé befordul.
Kialudni a gesztenyefa tépett
rajzát: nem esett, könnye sose
csordul, nem alszik, sose pislog,
sose nézett félre, Mnémoszüné,
lombszemü hold, múlt:
számontartatik
minden szemnyi
részlet.

Krisztina Tóth

On Memory

For Balázs Simon

Mnemosyne: never asleep, never blinking.
Every look is being accounted for.
The street front, the fence,
the tobacco shop, the stripes on the granite of the basement stairs,
the elevator door, the leaves 
of the courtyard: shall all remain the 

https://dokk.hu/kolto.php?neve=T%C3%B3th Krisztina
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same, deep down in our dreams
dwells humming from the vent, flying
till dawn the bird,
which screams into our windows, as
the ambulance pulls up
in front of the house.
To outsleep the torn image of
the chestnut tree: hasn’t fallen, her
tears never flow, she’s never asleep,
she never blinks, she has
never looked astray, Mnemosyne,
leaf-eyed moon, the past:
is being accounted for
in its smallest
detail.

Tóth Krisztina  
Porhó 
Részlet

de hogy mit történt, mire volt jó
harminckét éven át a porhó, 
 havam, 
 hevem 

hová gomolygott nyomtalan, 
és ugyan hol, ha nyoma van, 
 szivek, 
 szavak 

mélyén mi ülepszik, mi lesz,
így fog eltelni, élni ez? 
 Vagy túl 
 a túl 

bonyolult léten, túl ezen 

egyszercsak majd megérkezem 
 s ittlétemet 
 átlátom ott?! 

Krisztina Tóth 
Dustings of Snow  
Fragment

yet what’s happened, what good 
the thirty-two years of dusting snow, 
my snowmonth, 
my ardour 

where did it go wreathing untraced, 
and where is it, if there’s trace, 
hearts, 
words 

what lies there in their depths, 
will it pass like this, will it live like this? 
Or beyond 
beyond 

this way too complicated existence, 
    beyond all this 
I shall arrive sometime 
and understand my presence here 
over there?!

https://dokk.hu/kolto.php?neve=T%C3%B3th Krisztina
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Abstract. Pat Barker’s novels Silence of the Girls and Women of Troy are 
part of some female authors’ successful approach, which emerged after 
the 1980s, to rewrite Homer’s fundamental texts from the perspective of 
the female character. Without changing the fate of the Homeric heroes, the 
author proposes a reassessment of the relationships between the characters 
by adopting an internal point of view of Briseis, the queen who became 
Achilles’s slave. Constantly contrasted to the glorious androcentrism in 
Homer’s epic, Pat Barker’s texts aim at shifting women’s place from the 
margins to the centre, from the insignificant status of a slave to that of a 
generator of powerful conflicts in the dominant world of men. Exposed and 
humiliated, Briseis understands that the major danger is not death but the 
loss of identity, the brutal reduction of a woman to a mere object. Thus, 
a different perspective on the events in Homer’s Iliad emerges, a different 
angle, able to question the central, seemingly indestructible status of the 
male collective.
The present study aims at discovering how, after the protagonist’s encounter 
with the strong, powerful characters of the epic, their hidden aspects are 
brought to surface and a fine weave of correspondences that the author 
creates between periphery and centre, the dominator and the dominated, 
the vanquished and the victor, meaning and nonsense is highlighted.

Keywords: female character, androcentrism, marginality, centre, 
correspondences.

1. Introduction

The British author Pat Barker, known in the 1990s for her poignant evocation 
of the dramas of soldiers from the First World War in the Regeneration Trilogy, 
surprised in 2018 with the novels The Silence of the Girls (2018a), followed in 
2021 by the second volume, The Women of Troy. Both novels are inspired by 
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Homer’s Iliad (1967). When asked in an interview about the change in approach, 
the writer clearly highlighted the difference between the constraints imposed by 
history, which do not allow for anachronisms, and the freedom offered by the 
ancient text: “The freedom of myth, the freedom to be naughty and deliberately 
anachronistic is also very stimulating and a relief after the other. After so many 
years of writing in a different way” (Barker 2018b, 20).

In fact, the writer’s approach is not singular; we can talk about a tradition that 
begins with the German writer Christa Wolf, who in 1983 published the novel 
Cassandra, and in 1996 Medea. Stimmen, followed in 2005 by Margaret Atwood’s 
novel The Penelopiad, a retelling of the story of Odysseus from Penelope’s 
perspective, and in 2018 the American writer Madeline Miller published Circe.

An important aspect must be noted here: the return of these women writers 
to the fundamental works of Greco-Roman Antiquity is done from a different, 
feminine perspective, announced as early as 1976 by Hélène Cixous in her 
manifesto text Le rire de la Méduse [The Laugh of the Medusa]. In Cixous’s view, 
the dominant masculine writing must be opposed by a new type of creation, by 
women about women, which the author calls écriture féminine and whose power 
she believes can change the rigid, phallocentric mental mechanisms entrenched 
in both social and cultural structures (Cixous 2010, 44).

Therefore, some common aspects can certainly be identified. First, the 
reference, or hypotext – using Genette’s terms (1982, 13) – of these texts is ancient 
literature. Specifically, the novelists propose a rewriting of the Odyssey and Iliad, 
a creative initiative consecrated throughout the history of European literature, 
considering the numerous versions that the Homeric texts have known, given 
that “Antiquity is always dynamic in the imagination” (Bost-Fievet and Provini 
2014, 30). Then, the emphasis is laid on the emergence of femininity from the 
ordained history imposed by masculine thinking and the discovery of a writing 
about and for women.

Last but not least, we are talking about texts that fit into paraliterature, which 
have enormous public success, considering that both Madeline Miller’s novel 
Circe and Pat Barker’s The Silence of the Girls have been sold in the United States 
and the United Kingdom in an impressive number of copies, with both texts later 
being considered for screen adaptations by major streaming platforms such as 
HBO and BBC.

The creative endeavour of these authors highlights the dynamic nature of 
literature, whose boundaries are not impermeable. They allow the entry of “new 
discourses” that do not impoverish literature but, on the contrary, emphasize the 
“positive function” of paraliterature: to reinterpret, to correct, to illuminate what 
is unspoken in the canonical text (Boyer 2008, 82).

Therefore, Pat Barker’s novels are fictional worlds constructed as an alternative 
to the incompleteness of the universe of the Iliad (Pavel 1992). The solution 
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chosen by the writer is to create a new, distinctly feminine meaning of the 
ancient text world, whose ontological coherence was given by the dominance 
of masculinity. With its weakening, the fragility of the ontological universe also 
appears (Pavel 1992, 229), as well as the need to propose to the reader another 
fictional pact, with an evident compensatory effect. Thus, Pat Barker’s texts 
resume the plot of the hypotext, without changing the fate of the characters, 
but the narrative perspective will be subjective, with the discourse being led, 
except for the chapters about Achilles and Pyrrhus, by the female character. This 
distancing from the epic favours a sensitization of the contemporary reader, who 
will perceive the dominant androcentric universe from another angle, that of the 
analytical Briseis.

This paper will follow two key aspects present in both novels: captivity and 
mirroring. We will see how not only the women taken as slaves are in captivity, 
but captivity is also present, in various forms, in the strong universe of the 
oppressors. Through mirroring, the visibility and depth of the most important 
characters change, revealing a fine correspondence between the marginal and 
dominant characters.

2. Why Briseis?

As far as Briseis is concerned, Homer’s epic does not tell us much. As already 
mentioned, the author uses sources that post-date the Homeric writing to shape 
her personality (Attali 2021, Lanone 2020). However, she carefully selects these 
sources, considering that from Ovid’s Heroides she retains only her status as the 
queen of Lyrnessus, the city conquered by Achilles: “Your weapons saw the fall 
of Lyrnessus / At home, I may have been of some importance too” (Ovid 2007, 
90).1 In Ovid’s work as well, Briseis sees how Achilles kills her brothers, and her 
brave husband “reddens the ground with the blood from the wound in his chest” 
(Ovid 2007, 89). However, in Ovid’s verses, Briseis is among the unfortunate ones 
whose fate is doomed and must be accepted with serenity. Moreover, in Ovid’s 
text, a love story develops between the two. However, as Phillips Paige asserts, a 
perspective like that of Ovid can no longer resonate with current times, and the 
duty of a modern author is “to reverse these proclamations of love, as history and 
academia have progressed past assuming enslaved people are in any way lucky 
to be in such situations” (Phillips 2024, 16).

Refugees in the citadel’s tower, the women comprehend the disaster with their 
gaze. The conquest of the citadel is carefully described, foreshadowing the fall of 
Troy. Briseis may be very young, yet she has a strong character, previously forged 

1	 The translations from Romanian and French literature and/or specialist literature are my own 
throughout the article.
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by the prolonged war she had waged for several years with her mother-in-law, 
who despised her for not having children, thereby risking the kingdom being left 
without an heir. Married very young, motherless, the young wife lives in a loveless 
marriage but dutifully accepts her destiny. In a very short while, all the men of the 
city are massacred while trying to defend it. Briseis’s husband and brothers die 
with discreet dignity, killed by Achilles himself, unleashed in battle, followed by 
Greeks encouraged by his distinctive roar. The city’s defenders, overwhelmed by 
the number and violence of the invaders, fall one after another. From above, on the 
battlements, the young queen portrays Achilles from a perspective clearly polemical 
with Homer’s text. Achilles is not the “great,” “brilliant,” “genius,” “divine” figure 
but a butcher who kills with almost elegant precision all the fighters who cross 
his path (Barker 2018a, 3). After the last fighter is eliminated, the city is looted. 
Before reaching them, the women witness another form of rape, that of the city. 
The material identity of the place, which synthesizes the work of past and present 
generations, is systematically torn apart by the looters compared to a “swarm of 
locusts.” In one day, an entire civilization disappears piece by piece and is carried 
onto the invaders’ ships. Under the terrified eyes of the women witnesses, each 
devastated home equates to the loss of a protective space, which for them is the 
centre of the world. The image of the Greek predators encompasses all invaders 
from the tumultuous history of humanity. What the author emphasizes in the 
eschatological tableau of the dismembered city is not only the violence of the fight 
but also the astonishing ability of man to suspend any trace of humanity in such 
a short time. The proportions of destruction and death are so great that the silent 
and modest dignity with which the defenders fought no longer matters. Moreover, 
after death, the defeated become rich food for dogs and crows. Incidentally, the 
crows patiently waiting for their turn at the feast, after the dogs have had their fill, 
are a grim leitmotif of the first volume, followed in the second novel by large black 
flies covering Priam’s corpse. These details do not merely mark the imperturbable 
rhythm of nature, which indifferently pursues survival by seeking any resource. 
The crows, with their waiting and impudence, are predators of death; they steal 
the dignity of the dead and finish what the invaders started. They correspond to 
the hundreds of ships docked on the shore: “I looked along the curve of the bay 
and saw hundreds of black, beaked, predatory ships, more than I’d ever seen in 
my life. More than I could ever have imagined” (Barker 2018a, 19).

Once the city is destroyed, the women are taken into slavery, but not before the 
pregnant women and all the young boys are killed. A conquered city means the 
elimination of the male lineage: “The worst attack that can be done to the power 
of a city is to kill its men (this is the normal fate of female prisoners of war) or, 
worse still, its young boys. […] This was to jeopardize the civic norm in matters 
of sexuality since it amounted to reducing the future leaders of the city to the 
rank of slaves and depriving the city of any future” (Vigarello 2011, 63).
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From above, on the citadel’s battlements, Briseis experiences a time of trauma, a 
suspended time, where her gaze painfully resonates with the reality of contemporary 
wars because, as the author herself emphasizes, “Nothing happens in the book 
that is not happening in the contemporary world. Nothing happens in The Iliad 
that isn’t happening in the contemporary world, give or take changes in weaponry, 
which doesn’t make it worse. It just makes it different” (Barker 2018b, 19).

Everything is recorded in detail by the women’s terrified eyes, and the pinnacle 
of the macabre spectacle is the throwing of women into an arena, intended for the 
men’s entertainment. Thus, the celebration of victory in war and the marking of 
the unleashed virility “manifested through combat and violence” (Bourdieu 2017, 
85) does not stop here. The final mission is the collective rape and transformation 
of women into sexual slaves.

Briseis lives through all these successive deaths, knowing that nothing can 
save her. Her strong survivor’s nature prevents her from following her cousin, 
who throws herself into the void to escape slavery.

Once in the hands of the men, the women who had taken refuge in the citadel’s 
tower are sorted by beauty and youth. A subtle relationship between visibility 
and invisibility is hinted at in the text, but a clarification must be made: in the 
ancient Greek world, the visibility of women, spatially speaking, is conditioned 
by their role. Whether noble or slave, women are familiar with hiding, living 
indoors (Duby and Perrot 2002, 241). On the battlements, Briseis is invisible 
to the Greeks and observes everything that happens. Once in the hands of the 
Greek soldiers, she, along with the other women, experiences a humiliating and 
aggressive exposure, where women “are reduced to the state of objects” (Bourdieu 
2017, 74). Social status is inexistent; as Nestor tells Briseis, the old life must be 
forgotten: “That’s all over now—you’ll only make yourself miserable if you start 
brooding about it. Forget! This is your life now.” (Barker 2018a, 20). Weighed, 
fondled, measured, the women regressively slip from a human condition to an 
animal one, typical of slaves: “We were lined up outside the huts and inspected. 
Two men, who never spoke except to each other, walked along the line of women, 
pulling down a lip here, a lower eyelid there, prodding bellies, squeezing breasts, 
thrusting their hands between our legs. I realized we were being assessed for 
distribution” (Barker 2018a, 19).

The value of femininity is given only by physical appearance, and those who 
are able to appreciate it are only the most powerful leaders. Only those who have 
distinguished themselves in battle through bravery can choose the trophy women 
first. The arena here becomes the public square, a space designated for men, where 
the group of women moves towards a traumatizing visibility under the phallocentric 
gaze of victorious masculinity. The final decision belongs to Achilles, the hero in 
battle. He chooses Briseis, and the special attention he gives her equates to sharing 
her with the others, but also to her migration towards the centre, understood here 
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as the point of maximum intensity of all the men’s desires. It is the only time 
Briseis will belong to everyone: “‘Cheers, lads,’ he said. ‘She’ll do.’ And everyone, 
every single man in that vast arena, laughed” (Barker 2018a, 22).

At the same time, this visibility has a political effect. To use Bourdieu’s terms, 
Briseis becomes a “symbolic instrument of masculine politics” (2017, 74), a 
signal sent to all, consolidating the dominant figure of Achilles. In fact, about 
Briseis as the most prized war trophy and the conflicting political implications 
her selection generates, Catherine Lanone spoke in her study, “Pat Barker’s 
The Silence of the Girls and the State of Exception” (2020). What interests us 
particularly is identifying the strategies of resistance that the female characters 
adopt, often involuntarily.

 These strategies represent the “new song” of the British author’s books and 
are an act of defiance against the brutally imposed destiny or, better said, an 
attempt by femininity to break free from limits and to preserve its identity, as 
Altin states (2021, 855). They are indissolubly linked to captivity and involve, 
as we will see, a complex mirroring of the dominated in the dominant, of 
marginality in the centre.

3. Captivity

Captivity is one of the keywords that structures the relationships between the 
characters. Interesting in the author’s books is the complexity of this state. It 
characterizes not only the women who have become slaves but also the dominant 
androcentric structures. Therefore, we will identify the various forms of captivity 
that generate unexpected and different resistance strategies, whose effect is the 
long internal process of recovery and the construction of female identity.

The first form of captivity is that of smells, which foreshadows the loss of human 
dignity and the annulment of hierarchies. The image of small, dark rooms where 
women are confined appears frequently in the novels, thus marking a symbolic 
reversal of the positive meanings of the room as a space of protective intimacy. 
The youth of the bodies is negatively valued here, and the space becomes an 
antechamber of hell: “Within a few hours, the smells of sweaty bodies, of milk, 
baby-shit and menstrual blood had become almost unbearable. […] Hot, close, 
airless space, wailing babies and, as the night wore on, a stink of shit from the 
bucket we were obliged to use. I don’t think I slept at all” (Baker 2018a, 19).

Indeed, smell plays a significant role in the text, but its connotations, all related 
to the general context of captivity, are different. If at the beginning of the novel the 
unbearable smell of cramped bodies is a prelude to the trauma the women will 
experience, the striking scent of mimosas that Briseis notices as the procession of 
prisoners leaves the citadel marks a temporal suspension in the young woman’s 
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shattered destiny, an olfactory boundary of a tragic nature meant to delineate the 
life in Lyrnessus, definitively lost, from the terrifying perspective of the present.

The actual captivity takes place in the Greek camp, situated between the shore 
and Troy, on a strip of land teeming with warriors and slaves, “socially organized 
according to the relationship between the dominator and the dominated” 
(Bourdieu 2017, 81). In Achilles’s imposing hut, Briseis spends the first night 
at the edge, in the immediate proximity of death, overwhelmed by the weight 
of events. In a state of shock, terrorized, the young woman awaits Achilles, the 
one who killed her husband, brothers, and so many defenders of the citadel. The 
experience of rape is another form of death; it marks a painful split in identity 
and the definitive entry into the invisibility specific to slaves. The image of the 
camp, as an abyssal space of darkness and death, painfully contrasts with the 
bright image of Troy, which the girl sees in the distance, bathed in the symbolic 
light of civilization and freedom: “Troy, whose palaces and temples and even 
streets are lit all night. Here, the paths between the huts were narrow, blood-
black. I felt I’d come to a dreadful place, the exact opposite of a great city, a place 
where darkness and savagery reigned” (Barker 2018a, 30).

In the new life, the chance of survival is absurdly conditioned solely by youth. 
Slavery overturns old hierarchies; the old mistresses end up outside, seeking 
shelter and food near hearths, without any assurance of receiving a bowl of food 
or being able to sleep in a bed. Instead, their young slaves are taken by important 
Greek leaders, and their status changes compared to their previous existence. 
We can speak of a scaling of dehumanization. All women experience uprooting, 
but in the camp, the lowest form of life is not sexual slavery to a master but the 
commanders’ decision to offer them as a prize to ordinary soldiers, nullifying 
any form of human dignity. Agamemnon has this habit, and women live in fear 
that their fate depends on a whim of dominant masculinity. In a universe centred 
on honour, glory, heroism, and protocol, there is an unbridgeable abyss between 
the meaningful life of a man and the life of a woman: “Honour, courage, loyalty, 
reputation—all those big words being bandied about—but for me there was only 
one word, one very small word: it. It doesn’t belong to him, he hasn’t earnt it” 
(Barker 2018a, 109).

In these conditions, the relationship with divinity offers no support to the 
female character. The writer presents a desacralized world, in contrast to Homer’s 
hypotext. The gods exist, but not to help humans, and even less so women. Briseis 
is convinced that slaves’ prayers do not even reach the gods. They appear in the 
text, but the prose writer does not intervene in the destiny of the male heroes. 
The short and enigmatic appearances of the goddess Thetis, Achilles’s mother, 
highlight a complicated mother–son relationship in which Achilles, abandoned 
as a child, cannot assimilate her decision and, no matter how much glory he has, 
suffers unappeased. There is no trace of a divine aura. Moreover, the author uses 
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an internal, feminine point of view, which allows her to distance herself from 
Homer’s epic, especially when Briseis, slightly amused, minimizes the divine 
dimension of Achilles’s vulnerability:

Achilles’s heel. Of all the legends that grew up around him that was by far 
the silliest. His mother, in a desperate attempt to make him immortal, is 
supposed to have dipped him in the waters of Lethe, but she held him by 
the heel, making that the only part of his body that was not invulnerable 
to mortal wounds. Invulnerable to wounds? His whole body was a mass of 
scars. Believe me, I do know. (Barker 2018a, 308)

Achilles is a mixture of divine strength in battle, but his soul’s pain is 
purely human, no matter the era he lives in. Therefore, this distancing from the 
supernatural aspect of the male character offers the prose writer the possibility 
to amplify Achilles, we might say, but on the human plane, in the depth of 
experience. It seems that the writer allows the gods’ presence only because the 
preserved thread of the Homeric text demands it. Otherwise, the relationship 
with divinity no longer has substance, so in the second volume, it is reduced to 
a formal respect. Briseis observes that the gods have blank stares: “Cutting across 
the arena, where the blank eyes of the gods followed me” (Barker 2018a, 66); and 
she knows that nothing happens when you pray to the gods: “Nothing happened. 
Well, of course nothing happened! Isn’t nothing what generally happens when 
you pray to the gods?” (Barker 2018a, 64).

The fundamental moment of the epic, where the old Trojan priest in the temple 
of Apollo, Chryseis’s father, comes to the Greek camp and demands her from 
Agamemnon, who had taken her as a trophy, is experienced with great intensity 
by Briseis. As is well known, this moment establishes the crisis of power relations 
between Agamemnon and Achilles. Agamemnon refuses a grieving father who 
is asking for his daughter back from slavery. Agamemnon’s defiance and pride 
establish the state of exception, explained in Catherine Lanone’s study (2020). 
With bitter pain, the old priest asks the god he serves to send a plague upon the 
Greek army. Unwillingly witnessing the priest’s prayer, Briseis also prays, without 
being very convinced of the prayer’s effectiveness. Her gesture falls more within 
what has already been mentioned, one of the resistance strategies that Briseis, 
as well as the other women adopt without necessarily being aware of it, far from 
an authentic relationship with the gods, arising from the surprising strength of 
the spirit to find forms of survival. These strategies trigger a complex mechanism 
that manifests in different ways and decisively contributes to maintaining the 
internal coherence of the character. In this sense, the gesture by which Briseis 
keeps, amazed, the small stone gifted by the sea can be interpreted. She cannot 
explain why the little stone is sharp and edged, why, out of millions of stones 
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polished by the sea, she found this one. However, she intuits something and 
decides to keep it: “It mattered to me, that obstinate little stone, and it still does. 
I have it here now on the palm of my hand” (Barker 2018a, 35). Symbolically, 
the stone represents resistance, the refusal to accept internal disappearance, 
and is a mineral alter ego with which Briseis will identify. Another boundary is 
drawn, this time not olfactory, between the merciless fate that polishes identity 
to extinction and the force of a strong, different structure, like that of the young 
woman. This metaphor will also be found in the second volume, when, on the 
shore, Briseis and the Trojan priest Calchas, now Agamemnon’s advisor, witness 
the impressive scene of a wild and majestic eagle, almost drowned in the sea 
waves, then thrown onto the beach by a gust of wind, suddenly so diminished 
by powerlessness, only to, in a spectacular effort, regain its strength and rise 
powerfully and as a survivor. The girl senses that it is no coincidence she and 
Calchas are witnesses, but she cannot interpret it. She asks the priest to explain 
the event, but he either refuses or does not know what to say because the gods are 
too distant from mortals and no longer send them messages.

If not the gods, the sea certainly influences Briseis’s fate. The aquatic element, 
heavily present in the novels, marks the author’s pragmatism and detachment 
from the source text. Chance plays a significant role in what happens to the young 
woman. When Achilles falls asleep, Briseis takes refuge on the shore, where she 
experiences unusual events. On the one hand, the sea maintains the connection 
between the young slave and her dear dead ones, left on the streets of Lyrnessus. 
Looking at its ever-moving expanse, the young woman knows that without funeral 
ceremonies, her brothers are forbidden the entry to Hades, condemned to eternal 
wandering, but she is convinced that they are carried by the sea waves, as if the 
sea, in its eternal rocking, could facilitate their restless souls’ oscillation between 
the forbidden land of Hades and the shore where their sister is, also lost between 
her former life and all the forms of death she experiences in the Greek camp.

We can speak of different meanings of water: the purifying one, which erases the 
traces left on women’s bodies by Achilles for Briseis, by Pyrrhus for Andromache, 
is a water of humiliation, completely different from the warm, fragrant, triumphant 
water that slaves must always have ready to bathe Achilles’s body.

The water of the sea, this time, creates a strange connection between Briseis 
and Achilles. On the shore, the girl sees Achilles swimming, sometimes hears 
him speaking, indecipherably, with Thetis, herself a daughter of the waters. 
When, by chance, the smell of the sea remains on the young woman’s skin, 
Achilles transforms the tactile relationship between them. Briseis is no longer a 
mere sexual object; the taste and scent of the sea take the hero back to a childhood 
painfully marked by his mother’s early departure. Unexpectedly, for Achilles, 
returned to his past, Briseis becomes a hybrid femininity that oscillates between 
the sexual slave and the lost mother. Thus, the young woman will have access 
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to another facet of the mythical hero, so feared in battle, respected by comrades-
in-arms and enemies alike, but also an unappeased child. Not only Briseis is 
captive, but also the invincible Achilles, whose battle cry is heard from afar, lives 
a double captivity: in the destiny of a short and glorious life, traced by the epic’s 
thread, and in the difficult relationship with his divine mother. Two people know 
the secret: Briseis and Patroclus, both, in turn, enclosed in Achilles’s life. Indeed, 
captivity brings to the forefront another keyword of our study, mirroring.

4. Mirroring 

The mirror motif appears frequently in the novel. Briseis observes that Achilles 
has a very valuable mirror in his rooms, a war trophy, the height of a man. In the 
mirror, Patroclus looks at himself before putting on Achilles’s armour to go into 
battle in his place. In turn, Achilles, awaiting Patroclus’s return, understands in 
front of the mirror that he will not return alive from the battle. The mirror conveys 
messages: to Patroclus, dressed in Achilles’s armour, with his helmet on his head, 
it announces glory; to Achilles, unarmed, it announces Patroclus’s death, and in 
the second volume, to Pyrrhus, it confirms that he will never be like his father. 
If it is not covered, the mirror can bring back the spirits that have just departed 
to Hades, but after Achilles’s death, Briseis breaks the superstition, not covering 
it because she knows that Achilles, although he could traverse the way back 
from Hades, would not harm her. Moreover, Briseis is a point of irradiation of a 
complex mirroring mechanism that captures all the characters. More than that, 
we observe that the hypertext mirrors the mother text, revealing the solar glory 
of Homeric heroes, but also the pale, modest light, yet so stubbornly clinging to 
life, of captive women. The weak and insignificant will reflect in the strong and 
will highlight new, complex, and profound meanings of understanding human 
relationships and the way characters seek a sense, a salvation.

In this sense, we will understand the relationship between Briseis and Helen. 
The 12-year-old girl arrives in Troy, in the midst of the long war. She meets Helen, 
who is so desired and hated at the same time. A friendship blossoms between the 
two because Briseis is not a threat to Helen. Too much of a child to envy her, 
Helen feels she can trust the little girl and one day she shows her what she is 
weaving. The metaphor of weaving present in Homer’s text has been discussed 
(Attali 2021, 160). And in Pat Barker’s novel, the women weave incessantly, even 
when death, brought by plague or the wounds of fallen soldiers, looms in the 
camp. The significance of the fabric woven by Helen is special because she lives 
a form of captivity. She is detested by all the women in Troy, desired by men, 
whether they are Trojans or Greeks. Isolated in Troy, she weaves the fabric of 
the entire war, with all the glory and death of the men who wage it. Briseis’s 
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gaze, which sees the fabric, seeks Helen. From the immense reflection, she is the 
only one missing, the one who triggered the disaster. Wondering, Briseis tries to 
understand the absence of the protagonist and realizes that the fabric is Helen’s 
way of controlling her story. It is Helen’s protest, who tries, through absence, to 
find her place in a masculine world, whose upheaval starts from her. What little 
Briseis does not yet know is that, not too long from now, her own story will begin 
to weave its own fabric, in which visibility will be different, the great chariot 
leaders will be seen, but differently, and from the new fabric, all the faces of the 
captive women will not be missing.

Modest Patroclus is reflected in Achilles, under Briseis’s gaze. He is also caught 
in the destiny of the Homeric hero, as she is. Patroclus’s story begins in childhood, 
when Achilles suffers too much after the brutal departure of his mother, and his 
father, Peleus, gives him Patroclus, hoping that another child will be able to soothe 
his suffering. A friendship grows between the two, to which the author delicately 
preserves the aura inherited from Homer, but new nuances descend into the 
profound structure of the relationship between the two characters. Patroclus has 
something special. Of all the men in the camp, he is the only one who treats Briseis 
gently and will earn her trust. She speaks openly to him, while the greatness of 
Achilles, always accompanied by violence, keeps her in a permanent state of fear. 
Patroclus is Achilles’s subordinate, but there is an intimacy between them, which 
Briseis captures during one of her wanderings along the shore: “Once, I saw them 
walking together on the beach, Patroclus resting his hand on the nape of Achilles’s 
neck, the gesture a man will sometimes make to a younger brother or a son. Nobody 
else in the army could have done that to Achilles and lived” (Barker 2018a, 38). 
Captivity sharpens the young woman’s sense of observation; it is what Bourdieu 
calls “a particular perspicacity of the dominated” (2017, 55), so she will always 
be attentive to details, always sensitive to non-verbal communication between 
men. With all the fineness of her observation, she still cannot fully understand the 
relationship between the two, but she intuits that it is something so powerful that 
it surpasses sexuality, even love.

The death of Patroclus is an episode of overwhelming emotion. Briseis is no 
longer the “bard” (Altin 2021, 852); the narrative discourse becomes objective. 
Altin associates the change in narrative perspective with a bisexuality of the text: 
“Though limited, the bisexuality of the text undermines the man and woman 
dichotomy” (Altin 2021, 859). However, this point of view is exaggerated. 
Objectification, we believe, allows the author to focus all attention on the male 
character of the epic. The same technique is present in the second volume, to 
highlight Pyrrhus.

A double reflection appears here, and the images of the two friends change 
in size and depth. To curb the victories of the Trojans, who were about to defeat 
the disoriented Greeks left without Achilles, Patroclus agrees to take his place, 
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to encourage the Greeks and frighten the Trojans. Dressed in Achilles’s armour, 
with his helmet on his head, Patroclus is the perfect reflection of Achilles, and, 
for the first time, he is his equal. Patroclus, the human and kind one, experiences 
a moment he had always dreamed of: to be Achilles, and, for a moment, in the 
mirage of glory, the images reflect to the point of identity: “Wearing Achilles’s 
armour had changed him, and changed the relationship between them. He was 
Achilles’s equal now—in his own estimation, at least. The increased confidence 
showed in his walk, his gestures, even in the way he held his head—and it made 
him utterly convincing” (Barker 2018a, 196). However, the perfect double comes 
only from death, which sends ghosts, and Achilles knows that this moment is not 
far away. The feverishness with which he tries to follow the battle, Patroclus’s 
last cry, and the void that follows his death change Achilles’s image. Pain, 
helplessness, mourning, and loneliness in suffering alter his heroic dimension as 
an invincible leader, diminishing it, but amplifying in depth the humanity that 
had been so overshadowed by the pride of glory. This is how his attitude towards 
Priam must be understood; Priam enters the Greek camp, comes unarmed before 
Achilles, astonishing him, and asks for the body of Hector, his son killed in battle. 
Hostility is temporarily suspended, and in the pain of mourning, Briseis observes 
how the two reflect each other: Priam, old but dignified and courageous, was 
once a tumultuous warrior, just like Achilles, while old age with its imposing 
aura is denied to Achilles: “They seemed to be standing at opposite ends of a 
time tunnel: Priam seeing the young warrior he’d once been; Achilles the old and 
revered king he would never be” (Barker 2018a, 265).

For a brief moment, the confrontation of the armies is suspended. Priam has 
won Achilles’s respect, so the two are equals, even though Briseis sees Priam as 
superior to Achilles. The old king leads Troy, a great kingdom, while Achilles is 
merely the armed leader of predators.

We observe that the mechanism of reflection is also present in the second 
volume. After Achilles’s death, his place is taken by Pyrrhus, his son. The 
narrative perspective changes, distancing allows for detachment from the female 
character’s point of view and focusing attention on the male character. Another 
relationship, of captivity, between young Pyrrhus and his famous father is 
foreshadowed. Achilles dominates all those who knew him, so the son is captive 
in the father’s shadow. No matter how hard he tries to live up to Achilles, Pyrrhus 
only increases his importance. He imitates Achilles’s decisive gestures, kills 
Priam, drags his body just as his father did with Hector’s, but does not possess 
the perfected confidence of his father, and Priam dies hard, tormented by the 
clumsiness of the executioner. More than that, before receiving the final blow, 
Priam places Pyrrhus in an inferior category, establishes his place, and draws a 
humiliating difference between father and son: “‘Achilles’s son?’ he says. ‘You? 
You’re nothing like him’” (Barker 2021, 13).



112On the Margin of the Web: The Story...

Several women witness the entire scene. Among them, Amina is so close that 
she clearly hears Priam’s words. After the women of Troy are taken captive, the 
girl becomes Briseis’s companion. We can say that the second volume belongs 
to Amina.

According to Achilles’s last wish, to protect Briseis, who carries his child in 
her womb, Achilles decides that one of his trusted lieutenants, Alcimus, should 
become her husband. The death of Achilles signifies the end of a story, yet in 
Briseis a new life grows, marking thus another beginning, at the end of which the 
woman becomes the subject (Altin 2021, 860). Thus, the young woman’s status 
changes. Motherhood elevates her rank. She is no longer a slave; she has security 
and respect from everyone because she carries Achilles’s child.

Moreover, motherhood is a new song of captivity, through which the author 
makes a reference to current times, ravaged by wars, and to the situation of all 
women, sexual slaves. It is a bittersweet motherhood, in which the pain of the 
horrors caused by the fathers of the future children, half Greek, half Trojan, mixes 
painfully. The enslaved women who become mothers will lull their children with 
the songs they know from another life lived in the conquered city, thus preserving 
the great spirit of the Trojans. We can say that The Women of Troy is about salvation. 
The wild wind that does not let the victorious Greeks leave represents another 
form of captivity because it keeps everyone together, predators and oppressed. 
Troy is burned and desolated. The situation of the enslaved women still depends 
on the phallocentric attitude of the men. Yet, even if almost imperceptibly, their 
silent strength changes the perspective. If in The Silence of the Girls the women 
find a purpose in a rather individual effort, Briseis and Rista care for the wounded, 
prepare herbal remedies, in this second volume, Maira’s motherhood and Amina’s 
courage give meaning and succeed in uniting the women.

Maira, a heavy and silent Trojan girl, becomes pregnant before the fall of Troy. 
She is so overweight that no one realizes she will be a mother, which saves her 
from the Greek sword that killed all pregnant women. All the girls protect her, 
and the birth of a Trojan boy mobilizes them in the desperate attempt to keep 
the child from being discovered, as he would not have been spared. Birth is 
the moment of female solidarity. To avoid attracting the attention of the men 
in the camp, the girls sing and cover Maira’s screams. The birth of a boy puts 
them all in difficulty, especially since the young slave, unattractive and plain, 
clings desperately to the baby. The group saves them both. Thus, in one of the 
predator’s cities, after the wind subsides and the ships leave, a Trojan offspring 
will arrive, a fragile but concrete message of continuity and hope that the great 
people led by Priam have not perished. The collective, discreet heroism of 
the group is not singular in this novel. Amina, a small girl with bulging eyes, 
seemingly insignificant, is one of the witnesses to Priam’s humiliating death. 
Before her eyes, Achilles’s triumphant glory dissolves into the image of Pyrrhus, 
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who is a failed copy of the Homeric hero. In his desire to be recognized by 
deeds, not just by descent, Pyrrhus leaves the Trojan king’s body unburied after 
dragging it behind his horses. He repeats his father’s gesture, but the reflection is 
imperfect because Pyrrhus lacks greatness. He knows this and constantly waits 
for validation from the warriors who tolerate him but do not recognize him as a 
leader because Achilles is unique and, in his glory, far from everyone, even his 
son. More than that, Amina defies his orders and goes to bury Priam with her 
bare hands. She is there together with Briseis, but her situation is much more 
serious because, unlike Briseis, Amina is just a slave. Caught by the soldiers, 
Amina confronts Pyrrhus and bravely takes responsibility for her act alone. She 
refuses any attempt by Briseis to protect her. For her, the stake is restoring Priam’s 
dignity. The two reflect each other for a moment, and Pyrrhus remembers the 
girl’s exact attitude: “She’s the one who stood up and stared him out when all 
the others ran away. It takes a moment for the implications to sink in. She’d 
seen it all: his desperation, his clumsiness, his repeated, cack-handed attempts 
to dispatch an old man who should’ve been as easily killed as a rabbit. She’d 
seen everything” (Barker 2021, 194). With the same crazy courage, she repeats 
to Pyrrhus the words Priam said to him before he died, validating that the king 
of Troy recognized only Achilles as a hero, casting Pyrrhus into an unbearable 
inferiority. Pyrrhus does not accept this diminishment, feels awkward in front of 
Amina, and kills her to silence her. He kills a witness but knows that the girl was 
not the only one there; there are more witnesses. In fact, he understands that all 
the other women know how Priam died; they all have the true image of him. And 
the women, despite their inferior status, are many; they cannot all be killed, and 
they will talk. Even though they do not have the value of Greek warriors, Pyrrhus 
knows that their words will spread. The hero is an anti-hero who killed an old 
king, Andromache’s child, sacrificed Polyxena, Priam’s youngest daughter, and 
now killed a slave. Even this insignificant slave is the heroine of the novel. The 
reflection changes its angle. Thus, at the end of the novel, the words of those 
who have no rights will influence the commanders’ decisions, and Priam will 
be buried with honours, as a great king deserves. Therefore, Amina’s death was 
not in vain; the strong thread of her short life adds to the new tapestry in which 
Briseis’s story is woven.

5. Conclusions

Two important messages emerge from the two novels that were the focus of our 
study, and both share a common element: vitality.

On the one hand, we consider the vitality of literature and its infinite power to 
renew and rejuvenate itself. Thus, classifying Pat Barker’s prose as paraliterature 
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is not a pejorative categorization; on the contrary, it acknowledges that 
paraliterature encompasses the innovative dimension of literature.

In 2008, Alain-Michel Boyer emphasized that the complex nature of 
paraliterature stems from the terminological level, given that “para” means 
not only “against,” “opposed to” but also “alongside,” “around” (Boyer 2008, 
9). Therefore, the author’s prose is constructed around the ancient text without 
diminishing its epic brilliance. The novelist’s approach starts from a different 
perception of the world and highlights, as Boyer also tells us, that literature 
dynamically reflects the relationship with the world, and, in its infinite creative 
availability, it does not establish rigid boundaries with the types of discourse it 
interacts with over time, knowing that the great questions about the human being 
are in constant dependence on historical and social changes.

Therefore, the creative formula of these novels is not unique; it highlights the 
vitality of literature by addressing topics that foreground femininity as alterity, in 
an attempt to problematize established, clichéd perspectives and to deconstruct 
mental patterns.

On the other hand, the author’s desire to shift the centre of gravity of Homer’s 
universe is related to an attempt to reassess the dominant masculine perspective, 
serving as a reminder of the existence of an ethical background. There is a 
migration from the periphery to the centre, in the sense of valuing the peripheral 
image of the woman, whose surviving vitality offers a significant model to the 
contemporary world, which is itself in a deep identity crisis.

However, the author’s merit lies both in the elegant manner in which she 
approaches and distances herself from the mythical narrative, maintaining its 
solar grandeur intact, and in rekindling interest in reading a canonical work that 
might seem too boring and outdated to the younger generations.
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Abstract. The paper analyses two pieces of multimodal storytelling that 
represent the genre recently labelled as artistic document (Lupínková 
2022, Jirků 2022). The narratives feature sensitive topics such as eating 
disorders, coming of age, and accepting oneself and the other. These 
publications also reflect the trend of independent publishing houses to 
produce slow-read book-artefacts. For this reason, the enquiry draws on 
the methods of intermedial studies and correlates the observed phenomena 
with the changing understanding of literariness employing the concept 
of postautonomous literature, and with the transformation of cultural 
communication in general. The analysis focuses on the relation of factual 
and fictional strategies of the texts and on the interplay of the verbal and 
visual components, as well as the potential impact of the particular material 
qualities of these books on the process of reception. 
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The Return of the Book-Artefact. Alternative Modes 
of Interpretation

The shift in interest of intermedial and multimodal scholars to digital media, their 
modes of representation and communicational practices may give the impression 
that literature has ended up at the margins of intermedial research. Despite this 
trend, I consider the ongoing co-functioning of old media and the post-digital 
return to material media products involving physical experience of the recipient 
worth paying an equal attention. For this reason, the focus will be on illustrated 
books as media products and artefacts, while the cultural environment they stem 
from as well as their target audiences will be taken into account as well. The 
illustration of a literary text may be considered a rather traditional encounter of 
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two arts, a “combination of media” (in terms of intermedial theory, cf. Wolf 1999 
and 2002), the double nature of which lies in the co-operation of the verbal and 
the visual representation in the process of the recipient’s meaning making, as 
well as in the capacity of these representations to function independently. The 
objective of the following analyses is to provide evidence that this encounter 
may become a dynamic one due to particular strategies of internal structuring 
of the media product that bring the verbal and visual component into dynamic 
interplay. The materiality of the illustrated book as such introduces or revives 
the proximity, the intimacy of the reception of a cultural representation. The 
specific material qualities of two recent books selected for the analysis suggest 
intense sensorial perception in the process of reading. The book Toho dna se 
dotýkám už málo [Rarely Do I Hit My Rock Bottom] by Martina Lupínková (2022), 
illustrated by Lenka Chánová, is a collection of adapted authentic narratives by 
people who have recovered from eating disorders and have gained courage to 
share their experience with others, hoping to improve social attitudes to the 
conditions involved. The narrative Mařka [Mary] (Jirků 2022), named after its 
protagonist, is an intimate account of the process of the author’s growing up next 
to a disabled peasant woman whose independent way of life moulded the future 
visual artist and writer Adéla Marie Jirků’s capacity to perceive, experience, and 
understand (figs. 1–2).

Figure 1. Toho dna se dotýkám už málo [Rarely Do I Hit My Rock Bottom] (left). 
Figure 2. Mařka [Mary] (right)
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The contents of these two books touch upon sensitive topics of self-acceptance 
and acceptance of the other, corporeality and coming of age, positioning of the 
individual in the family and its social environment, or embracing the fact of 
and coping with an illness. The narratives display situations, instances of the 
characters’ intellectual and/or emotional under- and overinterpretation. The texts 
contain factual components (encyclopaedic explications or visual documents), 
and the volumes attract attention with their conspicuous layout. These features 
result not only from the authorial input but also from the particular context in 
which the books came into existence. They were published as limited editions in 
the Czech publishing house called wo-men. This obvious reference to the fact that 
the focus is on gender issues implies that women prevail among authors (writers, 
visual artists) but does not mean that men are excluded either from co-operation or 
from the sphere of interest. This area covers mainly “non-mainstream” topics that 
are still underestimated, marginalized, sometimes even mocked in Czech public 
discourse such as self-acceptance, ageing, or the professional and social potential 
of women. Publications also include discussions on modes of conveying the 
experience of survivors or witnesses of suffering and extreme situations as well 
as enquiries into the alternatives of enhancing social resilience in crises.1 Such 
a scope of topics suggests a concept of publishing activity as providing occasion 
to speak out or to discuss a hot-button theme from various perspectives, and it 
indicates an understanding of the book as a medium of social intervention. This 
description grasps the communicational features of production; nevertheless, a 
complementary part of the publisher’s, Barbora Baronová’s idea, is to produce 
books that are not supposed to be “consumed” by a quick read but to become a 
significant component of a reader’s intellectual and material environment. This 
idea is reflected in the publisher’s genre classification of the books published 
as “artistic documents.” All the volumes issued so far (including a completely 
fictitious document (see Čechová, Brtnický, and Yew 2018)2 relate more or less to 
this generic prototype. The ratio of fictional and factual components in this genre 
(that is of fabrications and of documented events) may vary, and so may the use of 
artistic and documentary tools (e.g. first-person narration that oscillates between 
the perspective of a child and an adult on the one hand and insertion of real texts 
into the narrative on the other hand, as will be exemplified later on). It should 
be noted that the definition of the genre is based both on intratextual qualities 
(as is typical of the literary conventions informing traditional literary genres) 
and extratextual, that is, material and communicational aspects of the book as a 

1	 Cf. https://www.by-wo-men.com/en/about-us.php (Last accessed 12 May 2024).
2	 Miss Amerika, 2018, a book of fictitious documents combining texts, photographs, and comics 

in two languages, featuring the experience of an illegal New York immigrant (text by Czech 
performer Miřenka Čechová, photos by Vojtěch Brtnický, drawings by Chin Yew). It may be 
compared to Leanne Shapton’s 2009 fictitious auction catalogue.

https://www.by-wo-men.com/en/about-us.php
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media product that are presented and negotiated through publishing practices, 
including marketing and distribution. 

Such phenomena need to be observed at the intersection of several sets of 
cultural trends and norms, creative and economic activities. Such an approach 
requires the employment of several methodologies and concepts. The functioning 
of a publishing house may be grasped by the concept of a self-organizing system 
(Schmidt 1989) that negotiates its position within the cultural field (Bourdieu 
1996). The facts that these conceptualizations resulted from diachronic analyses 
and that the terms were coined at the turn of the 1980s and 1990s must be taken into 
account. Since that time, the social and economic processes exercising influence 
upon literary communication including the publishing business have changed 
dramatically due to globalization, digitalization of cultural communication, 
and a massive transfer of critical discourse onto social media. These are also 
factors that literary critic Josefina Ludmer draws attention to in her attempt at 
conceptualizing the trends she has observed in the Hispano-American fiction of 
the first decade of the twenty-first century, introducing the term “postautonomous 
literature” (Ludmer 2018).

To mark the position of wo-men in the publishing business, Barbora Baronová 
also included the translation of Susan Hawthorne’s book Bibliodiversity: A 
Manifesto for Independent Publishing (2014, 2016 in Czech). Like Hawthorne, 
she understands independent publishing as a self-organizing, self-sufficient, 
creative eco-social system. The sustainability of its functioning is supposed to be 
guaranteed by a set of rules summarized in a manifesto of her own, which may 
be read on the webpage of the publishing house.3 Making the principles of team 
co-operation and collective as well as individual responsibility public may appear 
as a mere PR strategy that distinguishes the independent publisher from a global 
publishing house, the economy of which is based on outsourcing the individual 
phases of production. Nevertheless, the publications by wo-men are also practical 
outputs of collective projects with a varying degree of individual and collective 
input:4 The textual component of Mařka results from a long process of the author’s 
re-writing and re-arranging episodes as well as discussing the legibility of the 
narration in a Moravian dialect with the editors. The visual component of the book 
is a selection of numerous images, sketches, and random traces of drawing arranged 
by the graphic designer into a flow of visual narration. Thus, the resulting whole 
is not a classical illustrated piece of prose but a multimodal narrative. The notion 

3	 See: https://www.by-wo-men.com/cz/o-nas.php, link “nakladatelský manifest – 7/2020” (Last 
accessed 12 May 2024). It is worth mentioning that both the ultimate responsibility of the 
publisher and the collective identity resulting from ongoing editorial co-operation may hide 
the risk of authoritarian decisions or the tendency to subject individual contributions to the 
established profile.

4	 See the presentation of the making of the book Toho dna se dotýkám už málo [Rarely Do I Hit My 
Rock Bottom]: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=btIz3FsZzE0 (Last accessed 12 May 2024).

https://www.by-wo-men.com/cz/o-nas.php
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=btIz3FsZzE0
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of multimodal text is understood here in terms of Kress and van Leeuwen (2001) 
as a structure produced by selecting and making use of various media systems 
and their affordances. It should be noted that the concept of multimodality covers 
a whole range of discourses as well as the communication as such (cf. Ledin and 
Machin 2020). The intermedial approach facilitates the analysis of the interaction 
of verbal and visual components of multimodal texts. Intermediality is conceived 
of in terms of Werner Wolf (1999, 2002) as a set of relations between media and 
media products, both extra- and intracompositional ones. It is the latter ones that 
I shall focus on in this article while employing the category of media modality 
as coined by Lars Elleström (2010, 2021); the nodal point of this enquiry is the 
interrelationship of the material and sensorial modality.

The publications by wo-men are often supported by crowdfunding campaigns, 
which attribute the subscribers the role of economic participants and witnesses 
of the work in progress at the same time. Due to the scope of “non-mainstream 
themes,” as well as due to the price of the publications issued in limited editions, 
the audiences remain limited as well. All the aspects mentioned lead us to the 
conclusion that such publications represent not only a cultural but also a complex 
social and economic phenomenon5 that may be conceptualized by introducing 
socioeconomic theories of literary production. Siegfried Schmidt (1989), inspired 
by Luhmann’s (1984) systems theory, shifted the focus of literary history from 
literary texts to literary activities in the society, thus transforming a text-oriented 
research into an interdisciplinary social science applied in a diachronic perspective. 
He described the evolution of modern literature resulting from significant social 
restructuring in the eighteenth century as a relatively autonomous socioeconomic 
subsystem, or, more precisely, a self-organizing system.

The historicity of the functioning of the system is projected onto the typical 
roles (Handlungsrollen, Aktanten, cf. Schmidt 1989, 55 ff.) in the literary process: 
producer (author, publisher), recipient (reader), and processor of literary objects 
and events (literary criticism). These actants contribute to the differentiation 
and institutionalization of literary environment, to the evaluation of literary 
production, and thus to its further development and transformations. Recent 
changes of the social system literature may be illustrated by two opposite trends 
that have occurred in the past twenty years: the dramatic development of digital 
technologies and their impact on cultural communication on the one hand and 
the emphasis on presence and direct encounter on the other. The promotional 
activities of publishers, especially their contact with future and potential 
audiences via social media, authorial readings, etc. have become an integral part 

5	 Josefina Ludmer claims that the functioning of literature in today’s world is based on a self-
evident postulate that “all that is cultural and literary is economic, and all that is economic 
is cultural and literary” (Ludmer 2018, II; the references relate to the paragraphs of the online 
English translation).
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of the processing of literary objects. The books (literary objects) are turned into 
literary events prior to their reception by readers. The value of literary objects is 
determined and affirmed in discourses other than critical discussion, such as by 
prizes awarded in the context of other media such as film.6

Schmidt suggests that literary activities are controlled by two global conven-
tions. The first one, labelled as “polyvalency” (Polyvalenzkonvention, cf. Schmidt 
1989, 435), is derived from the affordances and limits of the social system’s func-
tioning and expresses the fact that actants may relate to texts comprehended as lite- 
rary in a way optimal for their capacities, needs, motivations, and intentions. This 
principle is still valid and allows us to understand the contemporary function-
ing of the literary environment. Yet the aesthetic convention (Ästhetikonvention, 
cf. Schmidt 1989, 347–348, 430–431) in Schmidt’s interpretation remains subject 
to the traditional Kantian concept of disinterested pleasure. In other words, the 
aesthetic stance of the actants is controlled by their evaluation of a text as poetic, 
without taking into account values such as true/untrue, useful/useless. When we 
apply this perspective to the production of the publishing house wo-men, such a 
traditional definition obviously does not comply with the aesthetic of the genre of 
artistic document mentioned above, which, on the contrary, attributes (or at least 
should attribute) a significant role to facts and their verifiability, and, moreover, is 
conceived of as a potential contribution to the public discussion.

To sum up, the global philosophy of wo-men’s production suggests the 
employment of the tools of factual literature7 as a component of literary poetics; 
understanding the classical book not as a mere material medium but as an 
artefact, an aesthetic object that foregrounds its “bookishness,”8 and, eventually, 
exploiting the polyvalency of relations between the actants and objects of the 
literary communication and thus understanding publishing as a form of cultural 
activism. Such a constellation may appear contradictory from a certain point of 
view: in an informal discussion, an academic reader intrigued by Lupínková’s 
presentation of eating disorders objected that texts about problems that need 
public attention and require urgent intervention should be issued as paperbacks 
that people may read on train, rather than in almost luxurious editions. However, 
this objection – legitimate from the economic and maybe even ethical point of 
view – misses not only the idea of the book-artefact but also the essence of its 

6	 The prose Mařka has been awarded two prizes for design and illustrations and one for the best 
documentary publication of the year 2022 (at the festival of documentary films, see: https://
eshop.by-wo-men.com/marka-2/ [Last accessed 12 May 2024]).

7	 Factual (non-fictional) texts are distinguished from fictional ones by their reference to 
extratextual referents (as a result, the information provided by them may be verified), while “the 
referential signifiers of the fictional text do not refer to particular extra-textual referents, but 
only to inner-textual denotata of the represented world” (Schmid 2010, 30).

8	 In a 2021 roundtable discussion on the perspectives of intermedial research, Irina Rajewsky 
suggested to focus on the qualities and attraction of what she conceptualized as “bookishness” 
(Hauthal, Pethő, and Rajewski 2021). Thus, mine may be a humble contribution to this enquiry.

https://eshop.by-wo-men.com/marka-2/
https://eshop.by-wo-men.com/marka-2/
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effect on readers. The complex intellectual and perceptual impact that such an 
artefact induces will be discussed later on.

The tension between the two poles of factuality and aestheticism may not be 
attributed solely to an exclusive stance of economic decision of the publisher. It 
stems from a set of circumstances that characterize the book production of the 
past thirty years: first, the decline of the aesthetic and material qualities of book 
production, observed as early as in the 1990s, resulted in the establishment of 
publishing houses focusing on original children’s books in particular. Another 
phenomenon is the growing mass production of popular novels that were re-
introduced in the 1990s starting with re-editions of the Czech production of the 
1920s–1930s; this trend controlled by international publishing houses seems to 
have taken over the previously differentiated Czech market in the course of the 
past ten to fifteen years. Like the rise of the book-artefact or beautiful book9 in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, the growing production of authors’ books or 
limited editions may be understood as a response to low-quality mass production.

Another aspect of the current state of matters of the social system literature is 
the change in the understanding what a literary work, literature, or literariness 
are. To put it simply, after the era of postmodern writing characterized by any 
thinkable aspect of literariness (self-referentiality, self-reflective writing, a novel 
within a novel, hybridization of fictional worlds, metalepsis, intertextuality 
and palimpsest, recursiveness and spatial form as a compositional strategy, 
etc.), the concept of literature as exclusive fictional poetic writing returns to 
the understanding of what is written and printed with the intention to enter the 
cultural communication. Actually, even this conceptualization may not appear 
open enough when we take into account the multimodality of texts and the 
variety of digital formats of publications. Provided the horizon of observation 
remains limited to verbal representation, the conceptualization of the changes in 
literary communication suggested by Josefina Ludmer (2018) may prove helpful. 
Similarly to the 1990s gesture of narratologists, who replaced the denomination 
of their discipline by the plural “narratologies” (Herman 1999), claiming that it 
was no longer possible to speak of a single narratology due to the differentiation 
of methods as well as interests of narratological research, Ludmer introduces the 
concept of “postautonomous literatures” (literaturas postautonómas) to express 
the diversity of what may be understood as literature. The now historical “pure 
literature” was marked by its aesthetic and discursive autonomy (self-referentiality 
and features that differentiated it from other discourses) and possessed the 
power to define its own laws and affirm its existence by its own institutions – 

9	 The terms beautiful book (or book-artefact) are used in the Czech history of book culture and 
refer to the concept of the Arts and Crafts movement, manifested in the efforts of William 
Moriss and Thomas James Cobden-Sanderson to recultivate printing to distinguish it from mass 
production.
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in fact, in the way described by Schmidt’s concept of social system literature. 
In Ludmer’s opinion, the extension of understanding what literature is stems 
from the changing conditions of production and distribution in transnational, 
globalized environments that modify not only the modes of writing but also the 
modes of reading.10 Though she takes her exemplifications of postmodern and 
postautonomous writings mainly from Hispano-American literature, some aspects 
of her observations may be applied to European literature with slight changes of 
perspective: while she speaks of “diasporic writing” (Ludmer 2018, III), which 
may be related to the global South and lies in identifying and delimiting certain 
cultural domains in the globalized world (and is, as a result, concerned mainly 
with cultural identity), the European diasporic writing focuses more on social and 
gender identity. What these writings share is that they understand the spheres of 
fictional and factual writing as permeable: this may be observed in numerous 
genres such as testimony, autobiography/autofiction, diary, journalistic report 
up to interjecting components such as statistics, ethnologic observations,11 and 
visual documents in their textual interior (Ludmer 2018, III). Ludmer refers to this 
state, or rather process, as “another stage of writing” (otro estado de la escritura) 
and finds the explanation not only in a change of the relation of writing (as a 
representation) to reality but mainly in the change of understanding what reality 
is. We should stipulate that she does not say, “what we understand/perceive as 
our reality,” she does not claim that the genuine reality has been replaced by 
representation; nevertheless, she suggests that the reality as presentation is the 
only reality accessible to us. In the light of this postulate, Ludmer claims that 
historical reality (though it used to be processed by myth or literary tradition 
(such as in the writings by Gabriel García Márquez or Mario Vargas Llosa) ceases 
to exist. In her opinion, the only reality is the everyday reality as produced by 
medial (mainly) and other discourses. We may not share Ludmer’s resignation 
on the existence of history or her vision of reality as a cultural construct (which 
she shares with several post-structuralist theorists), but we may hardly find 
arguments against the fusion of the literary and the non-literary discourse, since 
other examples of this tendency may be observed – such as the merging of public 
and private discourse, the blurring of boundaries of the private and the intimate, 
etc. What her observations bring to light is that the traffic between the domains of 
fictional and factual writing has become livelier than ever.

10	 The media-specific effects of the text format and technical media should also be taken into 
account; as Ana Cláudia Munari Domingos notes, the parameters of digital texts may change 
our modes of reading significantly; she relates our reception of literature to the notion of “hyper 
reading” (hyperleitura, cf. Munari Domingos 2015, 2016). When reading an online text, we are 
prone to verify data in other sources or to search for further interconnections, thus transforming 
the linear reading into hyper reading.

11	 Annie Ernaux has been reported to speak of her writings as of an “ethnology of herself” (cf. 
Finck 2023, 2).
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This finding suggests that the genre of artistic document introduced at the 
beginning of this paper may be considered a manifestation of the general 
transformation of literary writing, or its particular stage. In the books concerned, 
Mařka [Mary] and Toho dna se dotýkám už málo [Rarely Do I Hit My Rock 
Bottom], a significant role is played by the factual components – be it in text 
or illustration – and by the interrelation of the textual and the visual part, 
the graphic design and overall layout of the book, including special materials 
used in production. The interplay of text and illustration clearly surpasses the 
prototypical “combination of media” (in terms of Wolf’s classification, 1999 and 
2002): their separation would result in a significant loss of devices of meaning 
making and a change in the generic characteristics of the work. So would the 
transformation of the text into a digital format: it is also the materiality of these 
books that informs the mode of their reception. In other words, the semiotic and 
material modalities of these books-artefacts as media products open up a space 
for the engagement of several senses in the process of reading. The intention of 
the following analysis is to demonstrate that the extended concept of literature 
and a full exploitation of media affordances may induce a complex experience in 
the reader, we might say “another stage of reading.”

“Souls Unsaturated with Love Cry Out Through 
Bodies.” On Pain and Recovery

The succinct metaphoric conceptualization of eating disorders quoted in the 
headline introduces the essay written by therapist Tereza Nagy Štolbová that 
accompanies the collection of narratives Toho dna se dotýkám už málo (Rarely 
Do I Hit My Rock Bottom) by Martina Lupínková (2022, 171–175). The stories are 
narrated by people recovering from eating disorders (ED) who have transgressed 
the boundaries of their body and language and taken the decision to “live to 
tell about it” – supported by a patient listener and a survivor of ED herself, the 
journalist Martina Lupínková. The book’s title relates to the author’s perspective: 
she hoped not only to reveal the variety of causes behind EDs but also the variety 
of individual ways to recovery that may prove helpful to people suffering from the 
disease or those supporting them. In order to foreground this focus, she encouraged 
the respondents/storytellers to comment on their stories and the current state 
of matters shortly before the production of the book, that is, approximately two 
years after she had started her inquiry. The respondents were offered a list of 
questions that might help them to grasp the issues related to the evolution of their 
illness and the process of recovery without being limited to it in their report. 
The individual narratives (chapters of the book) are introduced by titles based 
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on quotations typical for the individual accounts of personal experience, speech 
patterns that mirror the behavioural ones, e.g.: “Since my early age, I had to act 
as a mum for my mum” (Lupínková 2022, 46); so is the title of the volume itself.

The particular nature of this work becomes obvious when its textual and 
material components are described separately. The contents are subject to 
a rational organization: eight individual stories (six by female, two by male 
respondents protected by nicknames) are introduced by several explicative 
paratexts: the author’s report on her motivation and methods of inquiry, or a 
survey of eating disorders in tables and figures. The text is concluded by an 
essay by the therapist Nagy Štolbová, an editorial comment, and the questions 
presented in comic bubbles so as to also address the reader in a lively way. In 
providing this factual framework, Lupínková wanted to enhance the capacity 
of the reader to follow the social, psychological, and medical implications of 
the problem. For the same reason, she edited the authentic narratives in order 
to achieve narrative coherence (e.g. the respondents were prone to recursive 
narration, abundant repetition of motifs and situations, which is a typical trait 
of reporting a traumatic experience) and thus to enhance the legibility of the 
narration. Lupínková’s intention was not to manifest the state of mind of survivors 
through an accurate linguistic representation (though the speech patterns and the 
lexical peculiarities of the narrators’ idiolects have been preserved) but to let the 
story exercise its effect upon the reader.

The book manifests itself as an artefact that invites the reader to engage all her 
senses with a variety of material components and their combination. It provides 
haptic, visual, and even olfactory sensations from the very first encounter of the 
book with the reader, who cannot avoid touching the silk-structured binding and 
embossed title. The turquoise shade of the binding associates warm shallow sea 
water. Contrary to that, the floating body is sculptured by stains of red, and its 
contours are blurred, prompting the reader to perceive the body as if it were 
burning, thus bringing to mind an association with the sensation of intense 
pain. Two types of paper distinguish the informative background from the actual 
content: a rougher yellowy (acid-free) sort and a glassy white one with different 
smells – the yellow one with a hint of wood, while the white one’s smell of 
printing ink reminds the reader of brand new books. Browsing the pages of the 
book is accompanied by the soft rustling of the transparent foils on which the 
illustrations are printed.

All the illustrations (by visual artist Lenka Chánová) represent anonymous 
fragile bodies or mere human torsos suggesting discomfort, anxiety, pain. Due to 
the transparency of illustrations printed on foils, the words – the text, the titles 
of the stories, and the nicknames of the protagonists – remain legible through 
the prism of the depicted bodies, and the other way round: the bodies remain 
present in what can be read in print (figs. 3–4). Thus, such a manifest presence of 
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the body may be understood as a reference to the latency of the illness, a physical 
reminder to the mind. The semiosis is significantly influenced by the material 
and sensorial aspects of the process of reception of the media product. The text 
and image relation in the layout of the book may be derived from the technique 
applied by the visual artist Chánová. The final artistic product is in fact a single 
soak-print of a painting performed on Japanese paper, which, as the artist herself 
puts it, “suffers from a disorder of paint acceptance” (Lupínková 2022, 30) (Fig. 
5). Due to the use of paper as a medium and an obstacle at the same time, the 
author gives up full control of the process and has to cope with unpredictable 
results. This technique of representing human body corresponds with affect as 
something that is beyond our conscious control.

Figure 3. The transparency and the presence (left)  
Figure 4. The carnal fragility and rational structure (right)

Figure 5. Lenka Chánová’s technique of applying the paper with a “disorder  
of paint acceptance” – A still from the promotion video of the book
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The double nature of the book lies in the combination of opposite strategies: 
providing an informative background and thus rationalizing the verbal 
testimonies on the one hand and, on the other, offering sensorial experience 
through material and visual aspects of the book that paves the way to empathy 
and to an understanding of the interrelation of the mental and corporeal aspect 
of eating disorders.

“Emeaomó uá ma!” Understanding the Other

The book Mařka [Mary] (2022) reminds the adult reader of children’s books that 
one could browse through just to enjoy the colourful abundance of pictures. In 
fact, the layout of this book seems to borrow from strategies typical of children’s 
books.

The autobiographical story, told by the author and illustrator in one person, 
the visual artist Adéla Marie Jirků, is about her coming of age in the 1990s and 
becoming a woman next to Mařka – a woman whose femininity was concealed 
by the appearance of an ageless crooked gnome-like being with a language and 
manners of her own. Apart from the summary of Mařka’s childhood, the reader 
does not learn much about her personal history; history as such is referred to 
only briefly in the introductory biographical part of the narrative: “She was born 
in 1932, between two world wars, in the same year as Miloš Forman was born 
and as Tomáš Baťa died” (Jirků 2022, 9).12 The subsequent elimination of history 
reflects Mařka’s (and the narrator’s) concept of the world: its spatiotemporal 
coordinates are derived from natural constants of the landscape and cyclic time 
respected by the rural community of a remote village in the Moravian mountains 
Beskydy. Due to a major head injury in her early childhood, Mařka had lost her 
hearing almost completely and never learned to speak properly. Nevertheless, 
she developed a language of her own: the title of one chapter is a quotation of 
her typical expression of requiring attention: “Emeaomó uá ma!” (Jirků 2022, 45). 
Nevertheless, Mařka’s impairment did not prevent her from working hard at her 
parents’ farm; having started as a child, she continued keeping sheep even at a 
high age. A significant change in her life came when her brother sold the farm to 
Adéla Jirků’s parents (distant relatives) to use it as a cottage. Nevertheless, Mařka, 
like an old cat, stuck to the old house and became an inevitable component of the 
family’s life or part of the family inventory, as the narrator puts it.

Mařka, perceived as scary, if not repulsive, in their initial encounters, seems to 
have become a major factor in Jirků’s process of self-identification. Her identity 
was informed by two distinct environments: that of a renowned artist’s daughter 
living in Prague, who had to watch out not to use dialectal words at school 

12	 Translations are my own: A. J.
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because her classmates would laugh at her, and that of a country girl, who had 
not only acquired full command of the local dialect but obviously considered it 
her first language, since it expressed the knowledge, attitudes, and wisdom of the 
tribe she had adopted and had been adopted by – that of the people inhabiting 
a remote small mountain village. In other words, the particular qualities of the 
narrative discourse introduced by Jirků reveal the local “linguistic image of the 
world” (in terms of Wierzbicka 1992) and her cognitive concept of language as a 
sediment of collective experience and knowledge).

Traces of the cultural tradition may be spotted both in the visual and textual 
component of the book. The image of a young shepherdess (Fig. 6) may be viewed 
as an allusion to the emblematic representation of simple Czech country life in 
the painting U nás v Kameničkách [At Our Place in Kameničky, 1904]13 by the 
renowned artist Antonín Slavíček. The map of the location rendered in a naïve 
mode includes detailed descriptions related to the history and/or characteristics 
of individual buildings and spots (Jirků 2022, 42–43) and implies the stance of 
a local who wishes to introduce a newcomer to the site so that she may get an 
insight into its structure as well as its specific nature (a gesture typical of the 
nineteenth-century Czech narrative featuring a folk narrator).14

Figure 6. Illustration, pp. 16–17 (left) 	       Figure 7. “Scribble,” pp. 4–5 (right)

13	 See: https://sbirky.ngprague.cz/dielo/CZE:NG.O_17427 (Last accessed 12 May 2024).
14	 From the perspective of the history of Czech fiction, the map may be considered a contemporary 

pendant to the staging of a country narrator in the 1860s: Antoš Dohnal, the fictitious country 
correspondent and folk storyteller, inserts a sketch, a situational scheme of his village, to 
make it easier for his country public to understand the events of the story. The experienced 
farmer and inspired narrator was invented by the author and journalist Leopold Hansmann 
and introduced into the journal Moravské noviny in the 1860s as a narrative mask employed to 
create a communicational community in using discursive strategies of oral narration, as well 
as to cover up (cautious) political critique or suggestions of progressive social services by the 
seemingly naïve stance resulting from the limited education and folk wisdom of a simple farmer 
(cf. Jedličková 2019).

https://sbirky.ngprague.cz/dielo/CZE:NG.O_17427
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If Mařka were a work of fiction (a “pure one,” in Ludmer’s terms, cf. Ludmer 
2018, IV), we would speak of an intradiegetic narrator focused on the main 
character: Jirků insists that the narrative is meant to draw a portrait of Mařka and 
to present an homage to her extraordinary personality. This intention is expressed 
in the illustrations, too – in blurring the faces of the other characters so that they 
may not divert the recipient’s attention from the protagonist. Yet in trying to 
recount the life of another person, the narrator reveals a lot about herself; this is 
also due to her oscillation between two temporal and cognitive perspectives – that 
of a young child and that of a still young yet nostalgic woman reflecting on her 
narration. While the account of Mařka’s past excludes big history, the narration 
from a child’s perspective provides an insight into the cultural history of the 
1990s by introducing favourite toys, sweets, drinks, and TV series of that period. 
These references also involve the transformations of the narrator’s interests and 
attitudes that result from the competition of urban and country influences.

Figure 8. Mařka. A preprint page. “But the turkeys are even worse…” (p. 39)

Rather than in the plot progression, the narrative structure lies in addition, in 
describing Mařka’s everyday routines and typical social responses, in rendering 
the attitudes of local people; or in anecdotic stories involving the family and 
the locals with Mařka as the very centre of the events. Masked by this additive 
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composition, the time of life in the storyworld passes unnoticed: in the end, 
the adult narrator has to cope with Mařka’s lonely passing away. The narrative 
discourse features fluid shifts of perspective from that of a young schoolgirl to the 
adult and to the voice of folk wisdom or local collective memory. The detailed 
summary of the textual strategies is important for understanding the visual 
counterparts of the narrative perspective:

The sketch-like images of turkeys that end up in something similar to a child’s 
drawing are related to the account of the young girl’s fear of the frightening 
animals (Fig. 8). This also exemplifies Jirků’s capacity to make use of the traces 
of the creative process (sketches, testing colour combinations, and the like) as 
devices of meaning making.

Figure 9. Mařka. “Women’s Business,” pp. 172–173

The cognitive perspective of the narrator and the aspects of coming of age and 
appreciating the female experience may be illustrated by the chapter “Women’s 
Business” (Jirků 2022, 164–179). Mařka preferred a layered look achieved by 
combining pieces of second-hand clothing featuring peculiar patterns that would 
never match and let her clothing soak up her physical existence and activities for 
days. The weekly invitation from the Jirků family to take a bath has turned into a 
ritual, an exclusively female practice referred to as “women’s business.” At their 
early age, the narrator and her sister Kamila were allowed to act only as hairdressers 
and stylists in the final phase of the ritual. Having been invited to the act of bathing 
itself was comprehended by them as being initiated and acknowledged as women 
themselves. Mařka’s pure joy of being pampered despite her fragile, crooked, and 
wounded body provided the girls with a lesson of the acceptance of one’s own 
body. The process of removing the layers of used clothes is described here as a kind 
of archaeology, a process of gradually discovering fascinating patterns.
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The character’s passion for patterns and the author’s passion for their 
representation (Fig. 9) bring Jirků’s work close to the domain of writings that 
include embroidered illustrations, marking a relation to folk crafts, to the tradition 
as cultural continuity, or to a once typical female activity. These embroidered 
narratives often render an inquiry into the silent archives of the family or 
community history. Embroidered works may be found in Jirků’s artistic inventory 
as well; although she did not employ the technique while illustrating Mařka, her 
pastel drawings may resemble embroideries with stitches of thick thread placed 
close to each other. In fact, the strokes of Jirků’s pastels burst of energy and elicit 
in the reader the desire to add a few of her own – since there remains plenty of 
free space on the pages of the book.

The format and the relation of the images to the text (by graphic designer Štěpán 
Marko) are subject to continuous changes: in some places, the image equals a 
traditional illustration leaving more space for the text; in others, such as in the 
case of the turkeys, the image and text complement and interpret each other. The 
illustration may even cover two pages, while the text is reduced to a simple message 
such as “Asta [the dog] died” (Jirků 2022, 182–183). This mode encourages the 
reader to interpret the verbally rendered information within the contextual frame 
of the image, not the other way round as is typical of illustrated fiction. Many of 
these images are able to elicit a nostalgic feeling in the recipient, nostalgia after 
a past that she may have never experienced herself. The colours and the artistic 
technique of pastel infiltrate the overall design of the book: there are randomly 
distributed coloured words, letters, or markings that evoke a pupil’s exercise or 
textbook. Bands of coloured lines ornate the binding and the contents, separate 
individual chapters, and may even appear in random places where the recipient 
would hardly expect them. Originally, the more or less ordered lines of colours 
resulted from simple cleaning of pastels or testing colour combinations; the author 
herself calls them “scribble” (Fig. 7). The graphic designer Marko has transformed 
these traces of the material medium into a graphic device capable of unifying and 
dismantling the layout of the book at the same time. The rich colouring may be 
understood as a reference to the folklore predilection for ornament.

The factual component of the book is represented by a chapter featuring 
facsimiles of Mařka’s writings and drawings, titled in a familiarizing way “Just a 
Few Pics by Mařka” (Jirků 2022, 82–91) (Fig. 10). These documents display both 
the narrator’s attitude to Mařka (she confides to the reader her secret pleasure in 
acting as a teacher to Mařka and rewarding her efforts with straight A’s) and the 
scope of Mařka’s creations: she used to sew her own notebooks from scrap paper 
to write down both real figures and letters to please her teacher but also to develop 
a sign system of her own. Her drawings feature either four-legged creatures (sheep) 
or “cephalopods,” that is, human figures with their limbs protruding directly from 
their heads. The reproductions foreground the material and temporal aspects of 
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the preserved notebooks: the clumsy nodes of cheap strings, layers of yellowy 
scrap paper with fragments of original print and dirty edges. What this touching 
archive displays are Mařka’s preferences in the actual world (people and sheep), 
as well as structures of her mental world inaccessible to others.

Figure 10. Mařka. A preprint page. “Just a Few Pics by Mařka,” pp. 126–125

This method may be related to Ludmer’s idea of the intermingled fictional and 
factual writing in postautonomous literatures or, to use a term from intermedial 
and multimodal studies, to the concept of “multimodal text.” Nevertheless, the 
point is not the verification of Mařka’s existence or that of her quirky notebooks. 
In this case, the documentary function of the visual component blends with the 
emotional one, or rather the other way round. A sensitive reader may feel tempted 
to touch the images to feel the layers of the yellowed and tattered paper; the images 
suggest that the importance of these proofs of the past lies in their materiality.

In other words, the artistic and the factual component can hardly be separated 
from each other, since they progress in a parallel flow of poetic narration. As a 
whole, the narrative conveys a complex state of mind, body, and environment. 
This complexity stems from the interrelation of Mařka’s and the narrator’s 
existence. The descriptions of Mařka’s physique, behaviour, movements, 
customs, her unique modes of communication with people and animals as well 
as episodes and situations in which these qualities are displayed are related to, 
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refused or adopted, processed and embodied by the narrator. This emotional 
bond is affirmed by a gesture of identification: as a budding artist, Jirků added her 
previously omitted middle name Mary to her signature (Jirků 2022, 214).

To conclude: in some aspects, the two books may be understood as 
exemplifications of postautonomous writing that partly comply with and partly 
divert from the genre of artistic document at the same time. Lupínková’s collection 
of narratives-testimonies tries to convey convincing accounts of embodied 
experience by foregrounding patterns of behaviour in the story and patterns of 
speech in the narrative discourse. Jirků’s text is based on a genuine dialect narration 
permeated by the local “linguistic image of the world” used in order to represent a 
specific domain, a small world, and the general human condition at the same time. 

The conceptualization of such writings as artistic document featured in the 
editions of wo-men foregrounds the fusion of artistic expression and social potential 
of the work (which may also be considered a marketing strategy). An alternative term 
would be “experiential writing”: this term emphasizes the attitude of the producer, 
which involves the effort to convey individual experience, be it in the form of a 
narrative account or a selection of material documents.15 We may also retain the 
notion of document and shift the focus from the producer to the recipient, or rather 
to the complex mental and sensorial effect of the work. In this case, we may speak 
of “affective document” as an example of postautonomous writing.
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Abstract. Within literary studies, the interaction of ekphrastic poetry and 
painting constitutes a frequently examined topic, but the intermedial 
relationships between poetry and sculpture have been more rarely explored. 
Contributing to the scholarship on literary ekphrasis and on the interrelations 
between poetry and sculpture, the paper focuses on strategies of description 
and narrativization, paying homage and developing a rivalry, and the 
account of the viewer’s activity and their aesthetic evaluation. The essay 
examines these issues via the case study of the ekphrastic lyrical tradition 
of the Venus de Milo. Firstly, it lays out a sketch of nineteenth-century 
art historical and lyrical approaches to the Venus de Milo. Secondly and 
predominantly, it analyses some examples of twentieth-century ekphrasis 
(such as the Hungarian Gyula Juhász’s “Milói Vénus,” the Romanian Alfred 
Moşoiu’s “Venus din Milo,” the British Alfred Noyes’s “The Venus of Milo,” 
and the Hungarian György Rónay’s “A milói Vénusz”), which all respond to 
the statue of Venus de Milo, and either continue or break the art historical 
and lyrical traditions developed during the 1800s. Therefore, on the one 
hand, the study demonstrates how ekphrastic literary traditions, while 
participating in the canonization of visual works of art, show the traces of 
the changing approaches and appreciations of their artistic object (in this 
case study, the Venus de Milo) over a long period of time, and, on the other 
hand, it sheds light on how the ekphrastic literary tradition itself is shaped.

Keywords. literary ekphrasis, intermediality, paragone, poems on sculpture, 
Venus de Milo.

The past few decades have seen a significant increase in interest in ekphrasis in 
the humanities. Regarding the ever-increasingly large volume of academic literature 
on ekphrasis – defined in its narrowest sense as the vivid literary description of 
an existing, imaginary, or now-lost visual work of art or visual representation –, 
it is striking to note that literary studies, papers, and monographs on the topic 
pay way more attention to the interart relations between literature and painting 
than to those between literature and other forms of art, e.g. photography, film, or 
sculpture. In other words, within the gigantic academic literature on ekphrasis, 
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painting is made much more visible than other, relatively underrepresented 
branches of art (e.g. photography, film, or sculpture). One may quote approvingly 
Peter Sharratt, who states that “[t]he interaction of literature and painting has 
often been studied, but sculpture has not been so privileged” (2000, 1).

Ekphrases that, according to their definition, aspire to describe, to represent 
works of art or visual representations and at the same time, paradoxically, to 
substitute them with linguistic signs always demonstrate the presence of a 
spectator, either implicitly, through the procedures of focalization, or explicitly, 
through the elaborate thematization of the situation of reception. Ekphrases  
(re)present their art objects through linguistic and rhetorical performance, and 
they typically imply an account of the viewing process of the spectator, who is 
often the describer of the work of art as well. In this sense, literary descriptions of 
visual artworks usually intertwine with (at least) the narrative of the path of the 
viewer’s gaze. Needless to say, the respective viewer’s gaze is always embedded 
within the wider socio-cultural matrices of a specific era, within a historical, 
cultural, and medial environment that affects their perception and reception.

From a historical perspective, ekphrases tend to take an active role in the 
understanding or even canonization of various visual cultural phenomena by 
means of meaning production or the account of spectator practices, and they 
typically offer a metapicture (Mitchell 1994) of the performance of the viewer’s 
gaze and the scopic regime that influences it. Thus, analysing ekphrases would 
mean to pose intermedial and aesthetic questions about art objects or visual 
representations and their ekphrastic wordings, and to examine whether the 
respective ekphrasis reinforces existing dominant, conventional ways of seeing 
and aesthetic evaluations or calls them into question.

When ekphrases put in the foreground the way the viewer perceives, interprets, 
and responds to an artwork, the description per se of the art object itself may 
be relegated to the background. In such cases, the description may become less 
detailed, so the aesthetic dialogue between the spectator and the work of art, 
or the artwork’s ethical, emotional, or corporeal effect on the viewer becomes 
the dominant thread of the ekphrasis. At the same time, the lyrical subjects and 
spectators of ekphrases tend to equip the art object with qualities and capabilities 
that are unavailable to the medium of the described work of art or representation. 
For instance, concerning ekphrases on sculptures, in such cases the lyrical 
subjects enhance the still, immobile, unchanging, “dead” and “mute” sculpted 
art form with mobility, changeability, vitality, and the ability to speak. On the 
one hand, such associated qualities and capabilities draw the readers’ attention 
to the deceptive nature of the artwork, i.e. a perfect verisimilitude that deceives 
the eye so that the artistic illusion is undistinguishable from reality, or to the 
shortcomings of the sculptural medium, namely the fact that sculptures generally 
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cannot move1 and cannot speak. On the other hand, since these qualities 
and capabilities are produced through the flow of linguistic signs, rhetorical 
figuration, and poetic performance, such ekphrases also exhibit the multimedial 
representational power of poetic language, and thus they advocate its medial 
superiority over the fixed, stable, and “mute” sculptural work of art.

Contributing to the scholarship on literary ekphrasis and on the interrelations 
between poetry and sculpture, in the following I shall focus on strategies of 
description and narrativization, paying homage and developing a rivalry, and 
on the account of the viewer’s activity and his aesthetic evaluation. I shall 
examine these issues via the case study of the ekphrastic lyrical tradition of 
the Venus de Milo. Firstly, I shall lay out a brief sketch of nineteenth-century 
art historical and lyrical approaches to the Venus de Milo. Secondly and 
predominantly, I will analyse a couple of twentieth-century ekphrases, namely 
the Hungarian Gyula Juhász’s “Milói Vénus,” the Romanian Alfred Moşoiu’s 
“Venus din Milo,” the British Alfred Noyes’s “The Venus of Milo,” and the 
Hungarian György Rónay’s “A milói Vénusz,” which all respond to the statue 
of Venus de Milo and either continue or break the art historical and poetic 
traditions developed during the 1800s. 

The Venus de Milo in the Nineteenth Century

The discovery and the purchase of the statue of the Venus de Milo, which will 
eventually become, in Dimitri Salmon’s words, “a veritable star of art history” 
(qtd. in Jockey 2011, 219) or in Philippe Jockey’s words “the very icon of ancient 
Greece” (2011, 219), is an intriguing story that is difficult to follow in detail, 
mainly because those involved in the acquisition of the statue and its delivery 
to Paris told several versions of it over the decades.2 Nevertheless, we do know 
for sure that the two-metre high marble statue was found by chance in two large 
pieces, together with other fragments (e.g. a left upper arm and a hand holding 

1	 Twentieth-century kinetic sculptures are an obvious exception to this; however, in this study, I 
shall only comment on a “traditional,” static, full-figure sculpture.

2	 There exist remarkable written and drawn sources about the discovery, the purchase, and the 
first art historical evaluation of the Venus de Milo in the Louvre. Some of these accounts were 
written and published around the time of the discovery, in 1821 (some of them were retold in 
subsequent decades), while other accounts and correspondences were published a couple of 
decades later. As Jockey notes, “[s]ome of the narrators altered their facts in successive accounts; 
Louis Brest, the French consular agent in Milos, is responsible for three separate versions of 
the initial acquisition of the Venus” (2011, 223). The two fragments of the sculpture and two 
herms were drawn in 1820 by Olivier Voutier, a French sailor and amateur archaeologist, who 
was on the island of Milos when Kentrotas discovered the sculpture and the other fragments. 
Auguste Debay created another drawing of the sculpture in the Louvre in 1821; this contains 
the inscription on the plinth as well. For a detailed account of these sometimes contradictory 
sources, cf. Kousser 2005.
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an apple), by Greek farmer Yorgos Kentrotas on his land in 1820 on the island 
of Milos, which at that time had been part of the Ottoman Empire. As Philippe 
Jockey notes, “[o]ther marble elements were dug up at the same time: a hand 
holding an apple, three herms, and a fragment with a sculptor’s signature” 
(2011, 222). Several French naval officers and embassy officials negotiated with 
Kentrotas – who also tried to sell the statue to the Turkish Sultan –, until finally 
the Vicomte de Marcellus, a secretary of the French Embassy in Constantinople, 
bought the Venus de Milo, which was transported by sea and land to France and 
arrived in Paris in February 1821. Marquis de Rivière, the French Ambassador to 
Turkey, offered the statue to Louis XVIII, who, in turn, donated it to the Louvre 
museum, where the statue is kept to this day.

Figure 1. The statue of the Venus de Milo at the Louvre Museum, Paris 
(photograph taken by the author)

The acquisition of the Venus de Milo, considered as a symbol of ancient Greece, 
was a high-profile event that was hugely publicized in France. One of the reasons 
for the considerable media interest was the fact that following their defeat in the 
Napoleonic Wars, the French had been forced to return many of the artefacts 
seized by Napoleon to their former owners (e.g. the Medici Venus, the most highly 
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regarded Venus statue of the time, was returned to Florence in 1815; the statue 
of the Laocoön Group was sent back to the Vatican Museums in 1816). Another 
reason consisted in “the French desire to build a national collection of ancient 
sculpture to rival that of Britain, after the British Museum’s recent acquisition 
of the Elgin marbles” (Kousser 2005, 229). A commemorative medal was issued 
in 1822 with a portrait of Louis XVIII on one side and the Venus the Milo on the 
other, which is an outstanding testimony to the significance attributed by the 
French state to the purchase of the statue.3 During this time, as Jockey puts it, 
“[f]or a European state, ownership of the Venus de Milo [...] established a close 
proximity to the art of ancient Greece and allowed a nation to present itself as the 
true inheritor of the culture of classical antiquity” (2011, 225).

Thus, it is no coincidence that French art historians and art critics of the time 
sought to present the statue as valuable as possible, constantly praising and 
celebrating it as the embodiment of graceful female beauty and antique artistic 
perfection. In an effort to canonize the statue as an artwork from the Greek classical 
period, the most highly valued period of ancient Greek art at the time, they dated 
it either to the fourth or the fifth centuries BC and attributed its authorship to the 
schools of Phidias, Praxiteles, or Scopas, the most appraised ancient sculptors. 
This evaluation can be representatively exemplified by Salomon Reinach, the 
renowned French art historian and archaeologist, who, in his article La Vénus de 
Milo, published in 1890 in the Gazette des Beaux-Arts, identified the Venus de 
Milo as a classical sculpture, dating it to the fourth century BC and attributing it 
to a student of Phidias (Reinach 1890, 384). He argued that the fragments, herms, 
and inscriptions found on the same site with the Venus did not belong together 
and assumed that the former could have been created much later. As Gregory 
Curtis puts it, “[h]e too had been seduced by the desperate desire of the French, 
as strong in 1890 as it had been when the statue was discovered seven decades 
earlier, that the Venus de Milo was classical” (2004, 158).

Adolf Furtwängler, a well-known German archaeologist and expert on ancient 
art, took an opposite view. In his paper Die Venus von Milo [The Venus of 
Milo] published in German in 1893 and in English in 1895, he argued that all 
the sculpture fragments found at the site belonged to the same group sculpture, 
since they were all sculpted from the same marble, and the dowel-hole carved 
in the fragment of the left upper arm corresponded exactly to the one in the 
torso. Furthermore, as Furtwängler notes, “[t]he hand with the apple matches the 
fragment of arm in scale, material, and technique, in the traces of weathering, and 
in the marks of breakage: evidently it must belong to the same figure as the arm” 
(1895, 368). On this basis, the statue was identified as Aphrodite participating 
in the mythological scene of the Judgment of Paris; that being so, the sculpture 

3	 On this medal, the statue of Venus stands against a background of Egyptian motifs. For a detailed 
analysis of the medal’s iconography, cf. Jockey 2011.
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portrays the type of Venus Victrix. Furtwängler believed that the plinth of the 
statue, which had been found at the same time and place as the statue, but 
mysteriously disappeared later on, had been deliberately hidden or destroyed 
by the French in order to maintain the statue’s aesthetic status as an ancient 
“classic.” He mentions that, “[s]ince the statue was to be presented to the king as 
a work of Praxiteles […], it would naturally be inconvenient to have to affix to it 
the name of an unknown sculptor” (Furtwängler 1895, 368–369). However, some 
drawings of the statue captured the inscription on the plinth that included the 
name of the sculptor, Alexandros of Antioch, who was believed to have worked 
as a wandering sculptor in the first century BC. For this reason, Furtwängler 
assigned the Venus de Milo a much later date than the French experts: he dated it 
to around 150 to 50 BC (Furtwängler 1895, 378), the second half of the Hellenistic 
period. Although Furtwängler’s essay by no means meant the end of the study 
of the Venus de Milo and the debates about it, his theory eventually became 
accepted, chiefly because his research and his arguments were supported by 
archaeological evidence.

Nonetheless, the sculpture’s fame and popularity in the nineteenth century was 
not only due to French art criticism: Royal politics, journalistic sensationalism, 
and serial technology to copy sculptures at a smaller scale (invented by Achille 
Collas in 1833) all contributed to it. The recognition, popularization, and cult of 
the Venus de Milo was also fuelled by nineteenth-century French ekphrastic poetry, 
which addressed and immortalized the statue as an adorable muse, as an emblem 
of ancient Greek culture, as a symbol of the ideal woman or a symbol of modernist 
lyric poetry, and, above all, as a highly valuable and admirable work of art.

Perhaps no other poetic movement versified sculpture as often as the 
Parnassians, whose aesthetic programme, in opposition to Romanticism, 
embraced art for art’s sake, or “pure poetry,” i.e. technical perfection, and the 
ideals of impersonality [impersonnelité] and impassibility [impassibilité]. As 
is well known, the Parnassian Movement, which emerged during the second 
half of the nineteenth century around the figure of Leconte de Lisle, derived its 
name from the anthology Le Parnasse contemporain [Contemporary Parnassus] 
published in 1866, to which thirty-seven poets contributed, among them Leconte 
de Lisle, Théophile Gautier, Théodore de Banville, Charles Baudelaire, and 
Stéphane Mallarmé. As Maria Rubins notes, “[a]lthough the poems published in 
Parnasse contemporain were diverse, they all demonstrate a cult of form, and are 
characterized by an anti-romantic edge. Most of the works tend to be impassive, 
impersonal, purely aesthetic in content, descriptive in mode, and profoundly 
oriented toward the visual arts (particularly sculpture)” (2000, 33).

Barbara Johnson in her chapter “The Dream of Stone” in A New History of 
French Literature identifies several factors that explain the Parnassians’ “passion 
for sculpture” (1989, 745). According to Johnson, firstly, sculpture was the “visible, 
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durable, unchangeable, and impassive” (1989, 745) manifestation of pure form, 
and as such it embodied the formal ideal of Parnassian poetry; secondly, the 
“blocklike solidity and slight asymmetry” (Johnson 1989, 745) of sonnet stanzas, 
a form favoured by the Parnassians, made their poems “sculptural” (1989, 745); 
and, thirdly, in their poems, the Parnassians often compared the poet’s work 
to that of a sculptor. Nevertheless, the Parnassians’ fascination with sculpture 
(especially antique sculpture) was primarily due to the increased nineteenth-
century interest in ancient Greek culture, especially in its idealized image as 
a world of “purity, harmony, and serenity” (Johnson 1989, 746). Parnassian 
poems frequently evoked worlds that existed elsewhere, both geographically and 
temporally, and their themes were often drawn from mythical and mythological 
traditions; the title of Leconte de Lisle’s poetry collection Poèmes antiques 
published in 1852 is in itself an excellent illustration of this tendency.

Although Parnassian poets produced a large number of poems on the Venus 
de Milo,4 here I shall only make a few remarks on Leconte de Lisle’s “Vénus de 
Milo”5 [Venus de Milo], first published in 1846, which is perhaps the best known 
Parnassian poem reflecting on the sculpture. De Lisle’s poem (1852, 120) begins by 
addressing the statue, and in fact the poem itself consists of a series of apostrophes 
that name and describe the statue with various metaphors (e.g. “white mother of 
the Gods” [“blanche mère des Dieux”]) and negative definitions (e.g. “you are not 
Kythérée” [“Tu n’es pas Kythérée”]). The opening line addresses the Venus de 
Milo as “sacred marble” [“Marbre sacré”], which draws attention to its sculpted 
material and emphasizes its artificial, man-made nature. However, in the seventh 
stanza, it seems as if the otherwise immobile female statue would come to life 
(“you walk, proud and naked” [“Tu marches, fière et nue”]). The seventh stanza 
makes the addressee ambiguous through the contrast between the walking/living 
goddess and the static/immobile art object, suggesting that the sculpture’s coming 
to life is the result of the viewer’s contemplation and imagination. However, the 
allusion to the statue’s coming to life also indicates that instead of faithfully and 
accurately representing the artistic reality that had existed before the poem, the 
lyrical subject of the “Vénus de Milo” consciously constructs and creates the 
artwork that the poem is ostensibly about. In this respect, it is highly revealing 
that by using the adjective “impassive” [“impassible”] the preceding sixth stanza 
transforms the ancient work of art into a modernist, Parnassian symbol, namely 
“the admirable symbol of impassive happiness” [“du bonheur impassible ô 
symbole adorable”]. By means of its various apostrophes, the ambiguity of the 
inanimate or animate female figure, and its transformation into a Parnassian 
poetic symbol, the “Vénus de Milo” not only makes the sculpture enigmatic but 

4	 Leconte de Lisle, Théodore de Banville, Louis-Xavier de Ricard, Charles Coran, and Sully 
Prudhomme all wrote poems on the Venus de Milo.

5	 Leconte de Lisle: “Vénus de Milo;” quoted in English translation in Hollander 1995, 189.
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also reminds the reader that the sculpture’s ekphrastic existence is a result of 
linguistic creativity and of the transformative and animating capability of poetic 
talent. De Lisle’s Parnassian poem delineates the medial otherness of the Venus 
de Milo primarily by making the materiality of the work of art and the handicap 
of the sculptural medium (immobility) known, and it transforms the Venus of 
Milo into a symbol of modern poetry, i.e. it “adjusts” the statue to the aesthetic 
programme of the Parnassians.

Together with other Parnassian poems, such as Sully Prudhomme’s “Devant 
la Vénus de Milo,” Leconte de Lisle’s lyrical modernization of the ancient statue 
contributed to the canonization of the Venus de Milo as a prestigious work of 
art or even a cult object of art. Moreover, it also entailed that the Venus of Milo 
became an almost obligatory theme for the literary successors of the Parnassians.

Early Twentieth-Century Literary Descendants of the 
Parnassians

The aesthetic appreciation of the French Parnassians that held the Venus in high 
esteem is echoed in the poems of Gyula Juhász, Alfred Moşoiu, and Alfred Noyes, 
created at the beginning of the twentieth century. In these texts, the femininity of 
the sculptural figure comes to the fore much more emphatically than in Leconte 
de Lisle’s poem; in addition to recognizing the aesthetic significance of the work 
of art, these poems distinctly thematize the beauty of the sculpted goddess from 
the perspective of the yearning male gaze.

The Hungarian Gyula Juhász’s poem entitled Milói Vénus [Venus de Milo],6 
first published in 1905 (Juhász 1905, 2), conforms to the dominant view held by 
turn-of-the-century art critics and historians, according to which the Venus de 
Milo was the most remarkable surviving ancient goddess statue, even the most 
beautiful statue ever made of a woman. Juhász’s very short, only two-stanza-
long poem denominates the Venus as a representation of the “most beautiful 
woman” already in its first words, and, like Leconte de Lisle’s poem, it brings the 
animate–inanimate dichotomy into play by connecting the opening apostrophe 
with the material of the sculpture and the motif of being or becoming alive: “The 
most beautiful woman – living in mournful marble” [“A legszebb asszony – bús 
márványban élve”]. In Juhász’s poem, the description of the statue interweaves 
with the origin narrative of the subject of the artwork, the Greek goddess of beauty 
and love: “The miracle of the goddess of earthly beauty / Rising from the serene 
froth of the sea with majesty” [“A földi szépség istennő csodája, / Derűs habokból 
fönséggel kiszállva”]. After evoking the mythological story of the birth of Venus, 

6	 The translations from Hungarian literature are my own throughout the article.
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the poem returns to the sculpture, this time emphasizing its cultic status and its 
exposure to male desire: “Centuries will come to her in adoration, / Future desires 
will fly towards her” [“A századok hozzá rajongva jőnek, / Felé fog szállni vágya 
jövendőknek”]. Juhász’s poem speaks all the while in a tone of admiration for the 
sculpture, and the second stanza highlights the timelessness of the work of art and 
its aesthetic beauty by linking the Venus de Milo together with the topos of art’s 
eternal beauty: “[she would stay] beautiful forever” [“szép legyen örökre”].

The Romanian Alfred Moşoiu’s poem “Venus din Milo” [Venus de Milo],7 
published in volume in 1910 (Moşoiu 1910, 53–54), is reminiscent of Leconte 
de Lisle’s poem in its sonnet form and apostrophic discourse. Moşoiu’s opening 
apostrophe testifies mainly to an incredulous admiration of the sculptor’s work 
that includes an allusion to the myth of Pygmalion, an allegorical story of the 
god-like, life-creating capability of artistic talent: “What arm could have thrown 
you / so much life into the motionless stone” [“Ce braţ putut-a să-ţi arunce ţie / 
Atâta viaţă’n piatra nemişcată!?”].

Moşoiu’s poem is not simply an homage to the Venus and her sculptor but 
also a formulation of a particular interaction between the viewer-describer and 
the statue. Indeed, in the third stanza, the state of the spectator and that of the 
work of art seem to be reversed: “The one who looks at you freezes in marble / 
You seem to be the livelier of the two” [“Înmărmurit i-acel ce te priveşte / Din 
amândoi, tu pari mai cu viaţă”]. Here, the Romanian poet offers a variation on 
the animate/inanimate topos favoured by the Parnassians, too, by endowing the 
statue of the Venus de Milo with the attributes of Medusa, in that her beauty is 
portrayed as threatening and her effect on the viewer as paralysing; the beautiful 
female sculpture has a paralytic effect: it turns its viewer into marble.

Moşoiu’s “Venus din Milo” [Venus de Milo] ends with an allusion to the 
truncated state of the statue, and thus with an emphasis on the statuesqueness, 
that is, the lifelessness of the female figure. By emphasizing the sculpture’s 
mediality and immobility, the closure of Moşoiu’s poem ultimately averts the 
danger represented by the female Other, locking the threatening femininity back 
into the sculptural figure that can be safely viewed (and controlled or dominated 
as such) by the male gaze. The line “you would caress them [the spectators], but 
you have no arms” [“I-ai mângâia, dar n-ai de a tale braţă!”] deprives the statue 
of the “vitality” attributed to it in the previous stanza and discloses the female 
figure’s liveliness or aliveness as mere illusion. Thus, while in the third stanza 
the original object of contemplation, the female sculpture, is transformed from an 
aesthetic object that can be viewed from a safe, superior position of power into 
a paralysing presence – and to this extent seems to overcome the male viewer 
and take him under her power –, the closure of the poem radically changes this 

7	 The translations from Romanian literature are my own throughout the article.
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gendered relationship of subordination and domination, unmistakably placing 
the male spectator back into a state of protection and dominance.

The closing stanza of Moşoiu’s poem depicts the encounter between the viewer 
and the Venus de Milo as an eroticized scene, and the British Alfred Noyes’s 
poem “The Venus of Milo,” published in volume in 1913 (Noyes 1913, 208), also 
discusses the sculpture as a mainly erotic and, to a lesser extent, intellectual 
target of male desire. The first stanza of the poem provides an account of the 
path of the lyrical subject’s gaze as it moves along the body – the torso, the waist, 
and the knees – of the female statue, and it brings life to the inanimate object 
through the organic simile of the rosebud: “Backward she leans, as when the 
rose unblown / Slides white from its warm sheath some morn in May!” The first 
stanza constructs the figure of Venus de Milo as an attractive, desirable erotic 
object, while the second stanza, instead of fetishizing the female figure, makes 
contemplative or meditative viewing the “right” spectatorial practice, depicting 
the Venus de Milo as a precious work of art that needs to be approached in a 
cooler, more restrained way. The third stanza apostrophizes the statue with the 
linguistic register of sublimity and of distancing from the physical body and 
the sensual (“thy splendour beacons to a loftier goal”), and thus in its first half 
continues the intellectualizing discourse of the previous stanza, but from the 
fifth line onwards it turns towards the body parts of the sculpture that are not 
yet unveiled. The lines: “Oh naked loveliness, not yet revealed, / A moment 
hence that falling robe will show” envision the falling of the cloth covering the 
hips and the lower body of the female figure, and therefore, again, depict female 
otherness from a distinctly masculine point of view as a stimulating object of 
erotic fascination and visual pleasure. The invisibility of the veiled, “not yet 
revealed” “naked loveliness” and the unfulfillable nature of this male desire 
will result in the spectator’s return to the sensual, voyeuristic viewing of visible 
nudity (i.e. his eyes return to the “bare bright breasts” and the “firm body”). In 
other words, renouncing the sensuous female body parts that are inaccessible to 
the voyeuristic gaze, the lyrical subject’s eyes return to the accessible nudity that 
can be cherished in an unhindered manner by the male gaze. At the same time, 
the male fantasy of the robe falling down “a moment hence” verbally challenges 
the static spatiality of the sculptural medium in the sense that the desired change 
of state of the statue (the falling of the robe) would necessitate an act of motion, 
an act of coming to life. Since here the poetic language associates an attribute 
with the medium of sculpture that it does not possess (i.e. movement), these lines 
do not foreground the artistic perfection of the sculpture but rather the merits and 
the primacy of poetry.

The early twentieth-century poems by Gyula Juhász, Alfred Moşoiu, and 
Alfred Noyes inherited the high aesthetic appreciation of the Venus de Milo from 
the French Parnassian lyrical tradition, but their poems far more predominantly 
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construct the encounter with the Venus as a site where male erotic desires unfold, 
and they depict the statue as a spectacle that can be possessed and enjoyed almost 
unhindered by the male gaze.

A Farewell to Venus

Although György Rónay’s much later poem “A milói Vénusz” [Venus de Milo], 
published in volume in 1969 (Rónay 1977, 376), also brings to the fore the socio-
cultural situation between the male speaker and viewer and the silent female 
viewed one, his piece of poetry is a reckoning with the female figure of the Venus 
de Milo, the beauty ideal it represents, and the tradition of ekphrastic discourse 
that had admired the statue unreservedly.

Rónay’s poem has an apostrophic structure, too. The epithets appearing in the 
first part of the poem (e.g. “perfect beauty” [“tökéletes szépség”]; “on your smooth 
skin” [“sima bőrödön”]), which in part evoke Parnassian poetry on the Venus de 
Milo (e.g. “impassive superiority” [“egykedvű fölény”]; “beautiful indifference” 
[“szép közöny”]), seem to acknowledge the beauty and the masterpiece status 
of the sculpture. However, this value judgment turns out to be a superficial one, 
since the spectator eventually arrives at the conclusion that the Venus de Milo 
is meaningless and insignificant for him (“barren beauty” [“meddő szépség”]; 
“empty perfection” [“üres tökély”]).

With regard to the ekphrastic tradition on the Venus de Milo, the most 
fascinating aspect of the poem is that the lyrical subject bases this ultimately 
devastating value judgment on the ancient sculpture on comparisons of Greek art 
with Christian art, primarily the representations of the Virgin Mary.8 Throughout 
these comparisons, the Venus de Milo is continuously ranked lower than the 
Christian works of art, which manifest “greater mirages” [“különb káprázatok”].

The poem’s series of consistent antitheses which Rónay sets up between 
Venus and Mary, the Venus de Milo and Christian depictions of Mary, but also 
barrenness and motherhood, eventually boil down to an invocation of the 
sculptural medium’s shortcomings: “[Venus] you are mute” [“te néma vagy”]. 
According to the answer given to the repeatedly put question (“Venus de Milo, 
what are you saying to me?” [“Milói Vénusz, mit mondasz nekem?”]; “What are 
you saying to us?” [“mit mondasz nekünk?”]), the Christian goddess and her 
representations “speak and talk” [“ez mond, beszél”], i.e. they personify more 
valuable art worthy of aesthetic contemplation, not least a more appreciable and 
desirable type of woman, while the Venus de Milo (as a statue, as a woman, 
as a symbol of Greece) is “mute,” i.e. it does not address the viewer, and as a 
consequence it does not become an inspiring muse. The epithets describing the 

8	 This probably happens because of Rónay’s strong Catholic faith.



147 Orsolya MILIÁN

Venus are overwhelmingly disparaging, and in the ending line the aesthetically 
indifferent work of art only elicits pity instead of longing: “I feel sorry for you, 
Venus” [“Sajnállak érte, Vénusz”].

Rónay versifies the Venus de Milo, but this time casting the sculpture in verse 
does not signify a high appreciation of the artwork, quite the contrary. The poem 
puts the Venus de Milo in competition with the supposedly more prestigious 
artefacts, and in doing so it itself enters into a rivalrous relationship with 
sculpture in that the striking contrast between being “mute” and being able to 
“speak and talk” also draws the readers’ attention to the fact that art objects can 
only be “present” in the poem because the speaking/writing lyrical subject – 
or poetry, for that matter – is capable of effective representation, of finding apt 
words for capturing visual works of art.

As opposed to the previously analysed poems, Rónay’s “A milói Vénusz” 
[Venus de Milo] is an ekphrastic counter-poem, an iconoclastic piece of poetry 
that, on the one hand, desacralizes and decanonizes a work of high art held 
in high esteem by nineteenth-century art critics and poets and admired by the 
masses. On the other hand, it breaks with the ekphrastic tradition that spoke of 
the Venus de Milo in the language of cultic, even idolatrous veneration, or in the 
language of a sexualized approach driven by male desire.

Conclusions

The reputation and popularity of the Venus de Milo were fundamentally formed 
in the nineteenth century by French art historians, critics, journalists, and royal 
politics. The discourses of the time were very appreciative of the statue, and this 
high evaluation was followed by the ekphrases of the Parnassian poets, which 
versified the sculpture as an admirable, magnificent work of art and contributed 
to the creation of the statue’s cult.

The Parnassians have laid the foundation for the tradition of lyrical ekphrases 
on the Venus de Milo and, as the brief analysis of Leconte de Lisle’s “Vénus de 
Milo” has shown, not only have they modernized and transformed the ancient 
statue into a symbol of modernist lyric poetry, but they have also formed distinct 
topoi of paragonal rivalry (such as the immobile/mobile dichotomy or the 
animating capabilities of poetic language) that were perpetuated by their literary 
descendants. The aesthetic appreciation of the French Parnassians and the topos 
of the animate/inanimate work of sculptural art are reflected in the poems of 
Gyula Juhász, Alfred Moşoiu, and Alfred Noyes, created in the early twentieth 
century. However, in these texts, the feminine nature of the sculptural figure is 
highlighted much more emphatically than in the poems of the Parnassians; in 
addition to recognizing the aesthetic importance of the artwork, these poems 
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markedly thematize the beauty of the sculpted goddess from the perspective of 
the yearning male gaze, portray the encounter between the viewer and the Venus 
de Milo as an eroticized scene, and represent the statue as a spectacle that can be 
possessed and enjoyed without obstruction by the male gaze.

A much later 1960s poem, “A milói Vénusz” by György Rónai, unique to my 
knowledge, almost completely reverses the tradition that preceded it. It offers 
another variation on the animate/inanimate topos by weaving the antithesis 
between being mute and being able to speak together with the contrast between 
sculpture and poetry, and the difference between the Venus the Milo and the 
representations of the Virgin Mary, arriving at a devastating appreciation of the 
statue of Venus. Rónay briefly invokes the Parnassian ideal of impassivity, and 
thus the poem indicates self-consciously the overturning of both the art historical 
and the lyrical traditions of discussing and evaluating the Venus de Milo.

As we have seen in the above, from the mid-nineteenth century, a rich ekphrastic 
lyrical tradition has been woven around the Venus de Milo, which shows not 
only the changing interpretations and evaluations of the sculpture over time but 
also the building, nurturing, and defying of literary and art historical traditions.
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Abstract. Mentioning composers, singers, bands, and well-known musical 
events and citing lyrics have all been well-established and commonplace 
practices in literature throughout the ages. The interpretation of these 
gestures usually resembles the process of understanding other kinds of 
allusions, references, and intertextuality because that is what the above 
listed instances ultimately are. When it comes to art forms that combine 
multiple forms of media, such as films, the use of music as background 
score, soundtrack, etc. is usually perceived as a fundamental part of the 
work, and its absence is always noted. Such frequent or constant appearance 
of music in literary works is not commonplace, and it typically means that 
the plot and theme of the text itself are music, or at least they are heavily 
music-oriented. The 2015 verse novel of János Térey is quite peculiar in this 
regard. On average, a song, a piece, a composer, or a band is mentioned on 
every seventh page of the book. The music referenced includes numerous 
genres from metal to pop, classical, jazz, and even hymns. The situations 
vary from background music on the radio to a character listening to his/her 
favourite song or someone reminiscing about an event. The variety of music 
and the situations it appears in throughout the novel indicate a conscious 
effort on the author’s part. The paper aims to examine how the various 
lyrical citations and musical references found throughout János Térey’s A 
Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] function as literary devices.

Keywords: music, verse novel, Hungarian literature.

Before attempting to examine the various forms and functions of music in 
János Térey’s 2015 verse novel A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age], 
it is unavoidable to take a brief digression into the history of the genre in 
Hungarian literature and, in addition, to contextualize the book in the author’s 
oeuvre. As a matter of fact, the former and the latter are heavily intertwined. The 
popularity of the verse novel in Hungarian literature arrived at its peak in the 
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last decades of the nineteenth century (see Kocsis 2021, 51). The works of János 
Arany, Pál Gyulai, László Arany, and the minor authors of the fin de siècle tend 
to derive heavily from the works of Lord Byron, mainly from Don Juan, but also 
from Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, and unsurprisingly from Alexander Pushkin’s 
Eugene Onegin. The connections to these literary predecessors are usually very 
straightforward. László Imre examined these extensively in his monograph on 
the topic entitled A magyar verses regény [The Hungarian Verse Novel] (1990). In 
the chapter “Irodalmiasság” [Literariness], Imre explored the intertextual aspects 
and the use of literary references in the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century 
works. However, despite the abundance in guest appearances of writers, well-
known literary and mythical characters, painters, historical figures, philosophers, 
and all kinds of scientists imaginable, as Imre stated in a footnote connected to 
the examination of László Arany’s A délibábok hőse [The Hero of the Mirages], 
in comparison to others, the allusions to music are scarce (Imre 1990, 218–219). 
Although most likely not intentional, this seems to be generally true for the verse 
novels of Hungarian literature.

Térey played a major role in the revitalization of the genre; his first novel in 
verse, Paulus (2001), was in fact the first book written in this genre, after about 
two decades of hiatus. It was written in Onegin stanza, which awakened the 
general interest of literary critics and writers alike; furthermore, it inspired other 
authors, like Dániel Varró, to employ this verse form (see Kocsis 2018, 243). The 
presence of all types of literary, cultural, and scientific allusions, extra-textual 
references seems to be even more prominent in Térey’s works than in the works 
of the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Hungarian predecessors, practically on 
a par with what can be observed in Byron’s Don Juan throughout the narrator’s 
extensive commentaries on the author’s literary and political contemporaries, 
socio-cultural phenomena, etc. In this regard, Paulus is unquestionably in a 
league of its own – described by István Margócsy (2002, 43) as the postmodern 
“Gesamtkunstwerk” of Hungarian poetry – since the text encompasses an 
extraordinary amount of references and allusions to the above already mentioned 
categories, but also to religious history, theology, philosophy, information 
technology, etc., the latter one occupying a highlighted position in the plot due 
to the protagonist being a hacker. This kind of focus on specific topics that might 
define the setting and/or serve as plot devices can be observed in one of Térey’s 
other verse novels entitled Protokoll [Protocol] (2010). The protagonist of this 
book is an employee of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and therefore technical 
terms and situations characteristic to this specific workplace are an integral part 
of the text. In the case of A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] (2015), 
the overarching situation determining the basic aspects of the plot is the onset 
of an ice age. However, apart from the changing weather conditions used as a 
backdrop, other underlying themes, tropes, etc., similar to those mentioned above, 
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cannot be pinpointed since the characters of the book are more like an ensemble 
cast of mostly upper-middle-class people with intersecting but not converging 
storylines. At first glance, the cultural phenomenon and the works of art that are 
cited, referenced, and mentioned in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] 
seem to be the familiar heterogeneous blend, typical for verse novels, nothing out 
of the ordinary, as far as the narrative structure is concerned. The continuous 
occurrence of music would most likely not even be noticeable if it was not for 
a detailed examination of all the exotextual markers present in the text, which I 
have done in a previous research (see Kocsis 2017). The topic of that paper was 
to explore the different cultural categories and phenomena present in the book, 
although in the end it turned more or less into an inventory, enumerating page 
after page and organizing every reference, allusion, citation, etc. into categories 
such as: literary allusions, fashion and brand names, references to gastronomy, 
mentions of coffee places and nightclubs, architecture, fine art, cinema, and last 
but not least music. Song titles, names of performers and bands, citations of 
lyrics, i.e. music in general is prevalent to a degree that it can be stated that this 
verse novel, in a sense, has a soundtrack of its own. The deciding argument to 
pursue a further examination of music in Térey’s A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The 
Shortest Ice Age] was that, on average, a song, a piece, a composer, or a band is 
mentioned on every seventh page of the book.

First Movement: Verbal Music and Thematization

Examining the relationship between music and literary works is part of a 
well-established, somewhat interdisciplinary, somewhat comparative field of 
research, which explores several aspects of the presence of the primarily auditory 
art forms in a written context. In the introduction to Music and Literature in 
German Romanticism (2004), the editors, Siobhán Donovan and Robin Elliott, 
highlighted three essays/papers that paved the way for both musicologists and 
literary scholars. The first one is Calvin Brown’s The Relations between Music 
and Literature as a Field of Study (1970) that established some of the main 
categories of the field, more precisely, he examined “the relationship between 
text and music in the dual genres of vocal music, the mutual influences of music 
on literature and literature on music, and finally, the elements shared by both 
art forms” (Donovan and Elliott 2004, XV). A decade later, Steven Paul Scher 
revisited and revised Brown’s categories in Literature and Music (1982). This 
paper was described by Donovan and Elliott as exceedingly influential in the 
field of music and text studies.
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He divides the field into “literature in music” (program music and all 
musical compositions inspired by literature), “music and literature” (all 
forms of texted vocal music or dual genres, including Lieder and opera), 
and “music in literature” (music as a theme in literary works, word music, 
verbal music, and the application of musical forms and structures in 
literature). (Donovan and Elliott 2004, XV)

As stated by Donovan and Elliott, “musicologists tend to concentrate more on 
Scher’s categories of ‘literature in music’ and ‘music and literature,’ while literary 
scholars are concerned in the main with ‘music in literature’” (2004, XV). The 
theoretical framework of Scher was later refined and expanded on by Werner Wolf 
with the concept of “intermediality,” in Musicalized Fiction and Intermediality: 
Theoretical Aspects of Word and Music Studies (1999). This approach led to the 
establishment of two new main classifications: the overt or direct, and the covert 
or indirect intermediality. Overt or direct intermediality roughly includes Scher’s 
“literature in music” and “music in literature” categories, while covert or indirect 
intermediality covers “music in literature” (Wolf 2018, 243–244). Examining the 
relevant passages in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] leads to the 
conclusion that out of the above-introduced typology only verbal music seems to be 
present in the text. As defined by Scher, verbal music is “any literary presentation 
(whether in poetry or prose) of existing or fictitious musical compositions: any 
poetic texture which has a piece of music as its ‘theme’” (Scher 2004, 188). 
The phenomenon could more or less be described as the musical equivalent of 
ekphrasis, as also indicated by Wolf while elaborating on the differences between 
overt and covert forms of intermediality (Wolf 2018, 245).

In the second chapter of the first book (the verse novel is divided into five 
books that consist of shorter chapters), two characters, Pipsek and Mátrai, are 
preparing for an evening event that turns out to be a Bartók concert. The piece on 
programme is Violin Concerto No. 2. Pipsek, who studied the cello at the Music 
Conservatory in Budapest, comments on the music during the concert by sharing 
his impressions with his co-worker.

...Swirling, widely,
It begins in traditional B major,
So that not even a shadow of suspicion can be cast on him...
Celesta-harp... He weaves this sprawling theme,
Into an encouraging tune, some folk song.1

1	 The translations from Hungarian literature are my own throughout the article. Cf. “Hömpölyögve, 
szélesen,/ Hagyományos H-dúrban kezdődik,/ Hogy még a gyanú árnyéka se vetülhessen rá.../ 
Cseleszta-hárfa... Egy biztató dallamba,/ Valami népdalba fűzi bele burjánzó témáját” (Térey 
2015, 20).
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This description might give the reader a rough idea of what Violin Concerto 
No. 2 approximately sounds like, but it does not go into details, and the 
following verses are even more impressionistic in nature than the ones cited 
above. The monologue later on turns into a dialogue with Mátrai adding his own 
opinions; however, the purpose of this passage is clearly not the comprehensive 
representation and/or interpretation of Bartók’s piece. As a matter of fact, this is 
the only instance in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] where music 
is described in a somewhat ekphrastic manner. This leaves circa half a hundred 
mentions of composers, singers, bands, and cited lyrics that simply do not belong 
to the above-mentioned category of “music in literature.” The shortcomings of 
the established typology have also been noted by Wolf:

As a useful addition I would propose to provide a slot for the most obvious 
form of musical presence in fiction: references to, or discussions of, music 
in literature. … I have labelled this form intermedial ‘thematization’ or, 
alternatively, the presence of another medium in the mode of explicit 
‘telling.’ Such ‘telling’ can occur in various forms and positions: in the main 
text of a literary work (e.g. when characters engage in a discussion on music) 
or in its paratexts (e.g. in a title such as “Fuga,” the title of a short story by 
Gabriel Josipovici); and sometimes contextual thematizations outside the 
text (e.g. in a comment by the author on his or her musical intentions) will 
also be of relevance. (Wolf 2018, 247–248; emphasis in the original)

In the fourth chapter of the first book, Alma – a recurring character in Térey’s 
works – reminisces about a mountain hut restaurant where the song Born to 
Die by Lana Del Ray was playing a couple of years earlier. However, other than 
using some adjectives that aim to describe the singers’ general characteristics and 
vibe, such as: “aristocratic vamp,” “California noire,” “hyperdecadent,” “dark 
diamond,” “she purrs,” and continuing to recall what the press wrote about 
Lana Del Ray, or rather how her image was constructed when she was an up-
and-coming artist, the text does not engage in a detailed description of a single 
song. A few lines from the lyrics of Born to Die and Cola are cited, but nothing 
too excessive that would break the flow of the free verse (Térey 2015, 52–54). 
While thematization might be the adequate way to label the passages containing 
the general characterization of Lana Del Ray, it seems inadequate when it comes 
to the citations. Although Wolf discussed the similarities of intermediality and 
intertextuality as concepts (2018, 242), the intent to include the incorporation 
of lyrics into a literary text in the established typology was not articulated. The 
possible reason behind this might be that, by using citations – basically non-
descriptive elements to reference music –, the author relies either on the reader 
being familiar with a certain song or on the reader’s innate curiosity to research 
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an unknown allusion. Consequently, these differ in fundamental aspects from 
the subject of Scher’s and Wolf’s theoretical framework that explore descriptions 
and discussions of music in literary texts. A closer examination of the musings 
on Lana Dal Ray indicates that these indirectly aim to express Alma’s feelings 
and mood, mainly melancholia and nostalgia, furthermore to convey a couple 
of somewhat critically inclined thoughts on the USA and the global popular 
culture. Based on these, it can be concluded that the presence of music in Térey’s 
verse novel is inherently function-oriented, and thematization and descriptive 
tendencies are the exceptions in this text.

Second Movement: Characterization

The first preconception established during the early stages of the research was 
that music serves as a common instrument of characterization, expressing moods 
and feelings through lyrics, songs, pieces, explicitly and implicitly as well. 
Characterization through art, in general, be it literature, visual art, or music, can 
be considered fairly traditional, since the phenomenon can be observed in the 
work of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century writers, who used literature as 
means of characterization. The favourite books of Tatjana in Onegin were Goethe’s 
Werther, “seductive fiction” romances, and a dream book by the possibly fictional 
“Martin Zadeck, head of Chaldean sages, divinistre, interpreter of dreams.” These 
were the main devices that Pushkin used to outline her worldview, demeanour 
and to provide an explanation regarding the heroine’s feelings towards Onegin 
(Pushkin 2018, 153, 214).

A paper written by the Dutch musicologist Frits Noske (1981) discusses 
precisely this literary device, i.e. characterization through music in literary works. 
At the beginning of the essay, he briefly touches on the works of Defoe, Richardson, 
and Fielding and concludes the following: “the musical activities of the leading 
characters, [and] the role of music is a marginal one. Far from functioning as a 
structural device in the story, music is merely used as an ingredient in the so-called 
realistic picture of social life” (Noske 1981, 163). The essence of Noske’s findings 
coincides with the conclusions formulated by Ian Watt, in the Rise of the Novel, 
regarding the realism and world-building techniques of the eighteenth-century 
English writers (see Watt 1964). Some examples from the Gothic novels examined 
by Noske may even be considered genre tropes, e.g. “music in Ann Radcliffe’s 
novels functions as an indicator of moral values. Music becomes an ethical category 
dividing virtuous people from the villains” (Noske 1981, 170). Interestingly enough, 
this was quickly reversed by one of Ann Radcliffe’s contemporaries, Matthew 
Lewis, who utilized music as a tool of seduction and corruption. In his novels, 
“music is still connected with visible beauty but no longer with high morals” 
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(Noske 1981, 170). The use of music as a device of characterization might seem 
somewhat cliché-esque by contemporary standards; however, this could also be 
stated about the use of literary works in the same fashion.

When it comes to characterization, Térey’s A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest 
Ice Age] – in a manner fairly typical of verse novels – does not inconvenience 
the reader with lengthy and/or detailed descriptions. The characters are mostly 
depicted through attributes, such as habits, preferences of certain things, e.g. 
food, brands, etc., and, of course, through their cultural interests. Since Ágoston 
Mátrai is one of the interfigural characters of Térey (see Kocsis 2024), diligent 
readers may already know him as the protagonist of Protokoll [Protocol], the 
author’s second and highly anticipated novel in verse. As a character, Mátrai 
shares some resemblances with the Byronic (anti)heroes and the superfluous 
man of the nineteenth-century literature. However, these similarities are more 
like circumstances he has to overcome. Whether he succeeds it or not remains 
ambiguous at the end of Protokoll [Protocol], but his situation at the beginning 
of A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] suggests a positive outcome 
– although it is not elaborated upon. Mátrai’s previous appearances indicated 
that he comes from an intellectually inclined middle-class family, has received 
quality education, and is highly knowledgeable when it comes to literature, fine 
arts, and classical music. Furthermore, he seems inquisitive and open-minded, 
and most of the time also capable of maintaining the restrained and structured 
image likely expected from someone working in the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
In the third chapter of the second book of A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest 
Ice Age], Mátrai goes for a walk, which is one of his favourite leisure activities. 
During his stroll, he usually listens to some music:

Ágoston likes old roaming-music in the snowfields,
The steaming symphonies of Bruckner,
Or, for example, Drukqs by Aphex Twin
Or Kid A from Radiohead.
These are the ones he usually looks up on his phone…2

Based on this passage, even those readers who encounter Ágoston Mátrai for the 
first time can come to certain conclusions or at least formulate some assumptions 
about the general traits of the character, based on his preferred listening material. 
Anton Bruckner was a nineteenth-century Austrian Romantic composer; his 
symphonies are the most appreciated pieces of his oeuvre. Even though definitely 
not forgotten, he is not one of the composers generally known by the public, like 

2	 Cf. “Ágoston kedveli a régi baranglózenéket a hómezőn,/ A gőzölgő Brukner-szimfóniákat,/ Vagy 
például Aphex Twintől a Drukqsot/ Vagy a Kid A-t a Radioheadtől./ Ezeket szokta kikeresni 
telefonján…” (Térey 2015, 158; emphasis in the original).
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Mozart, Beethoven, or Bach. Therefore, Bruckner’s presence in the text can be 
interpreted as a hint to Mátrai’s intellectual predisposition and interest in high 
culture, in general. The sometimes experimental but generally darkly inclined 
electronic musician Aphex Twin and the alt/indie rock band Radiohead are both 
contemporary, and while commercially and critically successful artists, and 
both Grammy winners, they can also be considered alternative adjacent on the 
mainstream spectrum. What Drukqs and Kid A seem to also have in common is 
an – at least to some extent – sombre and pensive soundscape. It is also worth 
noting that Mátrai chooses to listen to symphonies and full albums during his 
walks, which means continuous music for at least thirty something minutes on 
average. With the appearance and rise of music streaming services, like iTunes, 
Spotify, etc. from the early 2000s, where the listener is able to choose by the song, 
the significance of the album has been steadily declining. This suggests that, at 
least during this specific recreational activity, the listener prefers the continuity 
of a specific artistic concept or vision. In summary, Mátrai’s taste in music implies 
that he is an intellectual, with a personality prone to melancholy and immersion.

Third Movement: Cultural Landscaping

Térey’s five books intertwined through interfigurality, more specifically the 
drama entitled Asztalizene [Table-Music] (2008), the two verse novels Protokoll 
[Protocol] (2010) and A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] (2015), the 
short stories in verse of Átkelés Budapesten [Crossing Budapest], and the novel 
Káli holtak [The Dead of Kál] (2018) have one more thing in common, namely that 
each tale takes place in Budapest. Since music is referenced constantly in the text, 
it can be viewed as one of the world-building elements in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak 
[The Shortest Ice Age]; it is also an effective device to add additional layers to the 
cultural and subcultural dimensions of Térey’s fictional Budapest. This bears a 
resemblance to the contemporary approach of the identity-constructing potential 
of music in literary works, as Christin Hoene summarized it in Music and Identity 
in Postcolonial British South-Asian Literature:

Music is integrated into the texts on the levels of structure, narrative, text, 
and as extra-textual references to historical composers and musicians 
(dead and alive), bands, and musical pieces. Musical references are part 
of the novels’ plots and contexts, they act as symbols and metaphors, and 
they inform the characters’ identification with their cultural heritage and 
surroundings (two aspects which do not necessarily coincide). (Hoene 
2015, 2)
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When it comes to reconstructing the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first-
century urban landscape, capitals can provide a challenge, since it is probably 
impossible to incorporate anything and everything a large city has to offer. A 
Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] fares surprisingly well in this 
regard. Besides the already introduced Béla Bartók and Anton Bruckner, several 
other classical music composers or their pieces are mentioned or referenced, for 
instance: Turandot, the Ode to Joy, Henry Purcell, Benjamin Britten, and Gustav 
Mahler, more precisely his Symphony No. 5, are all sprinkled throughout the 
text (see Kocsis 2017, 100–102). Christian culture, for example, is represented 
in the text through architecture and music, more specifically hymns. A fictional 
fan-shaped chapel designed pro bono by the renowned British architect, Norman 
Foster, is described by Mátrai during one of his walks (Térey 2015, 159). The 
other occasions Christian culture comes into focus are Alma’s episodes. In the 
second book, she decides on a whim to attend a Sunday service, an activity she 
used to do regularly but had neglected in recent years. The temple visited by 
Alma is an existing building, and the observed changes also seem to be based on 
real-life renovations (Térey 2015, 172). One of the hymns sung during the service 
resonates deeply with Alma, evoking a spiritual and retrospective state of mind. 
The first verse of the hymn is also cited as a device to intensify the depicted 
scenario: “Oppressed with sin and woe,/ A burdened heart I hear,/ Opposed by 
many a mighty foe,/ But I will not despair” (Térey 2015, 175; the English version 
of the hymn is excerpted from Paul 1887, 120).3 As a subtle inversion of the 
trope, the spiritual resonance is not followed by a moment of enlightenment or 
clarity providing a final solution to a problem, but instead Alma decides to visit 
her psychiatrist and resume her journey of self-discovery (Térey 2015, 175). As 
most citations and references, the hymns present in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The 
Shortest Ice Age] serve multiple purposes. On the surface level, they represent 
Christianity on the cultural landscape; devotional songs are a delicate yet efficient 
way to convey the atmosphere of a place of worship. The described episode also 
hints at the complex ties between religion, introspection, spirituality, and mental 
health, although this topic is not elaborated on in the following verses.

A couple of chansons originally sung by Katalin Karády and Mária Mezey, 
two femme fatales of the twentieth century, also made it into Térey’s verse novel 
(2015, 567, 570). In the story, these songs are all performed by Lívia Binder, 
a fairly popular young actress who has lately been typecast as a love interest, 
sometimes even the seductress, and rumoured to be a man-eater. This way Lívia 
is essentially portrayed as a diva herself, naturally Karády and Mezei serving 
as references in drawing her portrait for the reader, who inevitably will transfer 
the aura of decadent elegance to the contemporary character. Thus Lívia, who in 
the story also plays the main character in a highly anticipated romantic comedy, 

3	 Cf. “Bár bűn és kín gyötör,/ És nehéz bár szívem,/ A Sátán életemre tör:/ Kétségbe nem esem.”
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serves as a vessel for popular culture in general and manages to channel both past 
and current trends at the same time.

What makes the cultural landscape of A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice 
Age] unusually convincing is its inclusivity, more precisely, the instances where, 
besides high and popular cultural phenomena, subcultures are also present. 
One of Budapest’s legendary underground clubs is also mentioned in a nostalgic 
conversation: “Hero or zero, he said – long time ago! – the twenty-year-old Győző 
/ At the Andersen concert, in the bare brick basement of Tilos az Á” [Trespassers 
W]!4 The first part of the citation references to a somewhat forgotten post-rock, 
indie band form the early 90s, nowadays mostly mentioned on obscure music 
blogs. It was a short-lived project that disbanded due to the untimely death of 
the lead singer. Andersen was among the regular performers of the legendary 
liberal underground club Tilos az Á. The place had and still has a considerable 
socio-cultural and even political-ideological impact. It also had its own illegal 
radio station, served as a melting pot for many different flavours of alternative 
and underground cultural trends and types of art projects that were not allowed 
to thrive in the Soviet-occupied communist Hungary.

In the fourth chapter of the fifth book, while the overarching plot is slowly 
but steadily heading towards the conclusion, the reader’s attention is gradually 
directed to the fundamentalist terrorist group that plans to assassinate the Prime 
Minister. This time, their target is a type of entertainment venue that came into 
existence due to the circumstances created by the ice age. Since all air traffic 
is suspended because of the extreme weather conditions, the event is to take 
place in an abandoned airport hangar, and it is described by the narrator as 
an “óriásdiszkó” [a giant disco] (Térey 2015, 524). Although the party itself is 
depicted as a lavish experience with champagne, half-naked dancers and artists 
(Térey 2015, 525), somewhat resembling a luxurious VIP event, the fact that it 
is held in an abandoned building evokes the ambience of illegal raves that are 
sometimes held in similar locations too. The rave vibes are also reinforced by 
a few lines that aim to imitate the style of the text usually used on posters and 
flyers: “WINTER WEEDKAY HEAVY PROGRESSION! / SATURDAY NIGHT ICE 
EXTASY FEVER! / SUNDAY BLIZZARD S&M COOLING…” (Térey 2015, 524; 
capitalization in the original). At the beginning of this chapter, in a standalone 
poem entitled “DIALÓGUS A VILÁGSZELLEMRŐL” [Dialogue about the World 
Spirit], English phrases are also used to convey the type of communication 
MCs use to fire up the audience: “MAKE SOME NOISE!,” “BÓBITA, BÓBITA, 
DANCE!,” “BUDAPEST, FUCK THE REST!,” and “ALL NIGHT LONG!” (Térey 
2015, 521–523; capitalization in the original). While the addition of these 
sentences implies the adaptions of global trends in this context – more precisely, 

4	 Cf. “Hero or zero, hangoztatta – de rég! – az a húszéves Győző / Andersen-koncerten, a Tilos az 
Á! csupasz téglájú pincéjében” (Térey 2015, 100; emphasis in the original).
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the universal party culture of electronic music –, the whimsical paraphrase of 
the first line of Sándor Weöres’s well-known and beloved children’s poem, “A 
tündér” [The Fairy],5 manifests as a layer of intertextuality only someone with 
knowledge on Hungarian culture can decode.

Fourth Movement: Humour, Irony, Critique

The first use of music as a literary device in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice 
Age] is overwhelmingly ironic and fairly humorous in nature. The first book opens 
with an encounter that took place before the ice age. At that point, Ágoston Mátrai 
was the Hungarian consul in Iceland. One evening, on the docks of Reykjavík, 
Mátrai accidentally ran into Bill Clinton – who served as the forty-second President 
of the United States – in front of a hot dog stand. In the background, Metallica’s 
cover of the Anti-Nowhere League’s song entitled “So What” was blasting from 
a car. Some of the song’s excessively vulgar lyrics were incorporated in the text: 
“Well I’ve fucked the queen / I’ve fucked Bach / I’ve even sucked an old man’s 
cock / So what so what? / And I’ve fucked a sheep / I’ve fucked a goat / I rammed 
my cock right down its throat / So what so what?/ So what, so what, you boring 
little fuck” (Térey 2015, 12; emphasis in the original). The inappropriate language 
of the citation serves multiple purposes. The most apparent one is, of course, to 
shock the reader, to provoke a reaction, but it also could serve as an immature 
or, depending on personal taste, a bad or even disagreeable attempt at humour. 
It also helps to illustrate how the overwhelmingly loud music tends to dominate 
the environment and can become an integral factor in determining the mood of 
the circumstances. In terms of world building, it can be viewed as affixing an 
additional layer to the already established atmosphere. Furthermore, it highlights 
the absurd awkwardness of the presented situation, which only increases when it 
comes to light that Mátrai and Clinton have met before and have been introduced 
a couple of times. Clinton recognizes Mátrai, but he cannot recall when or where 
they have met, and thus decides to engage in some inconsequential small talk:

The consul really didn’t want to make a fuss,
But Bill spotted him in the line and slapped him on the back:
“Only with mustard and geysers?”
“Absolutely, Mister President.”
“Well it’s a shame, I’ve become a vegan lately,”
Winked Bill saucily. They hurriedly shook hands.
Apparently, the President was looking for something positive:

5	 Cf. “Bóbita, Bóbita táncol” (Weöres 2014, 38). The dictionary meaning of the word bóbita is ‘top 
knot bun,’ but in this poem it is the name of a fairy.



161 Lenke KOCSIS

“Hey man, wait a minute... Czech Republic?”
“Oh no... Hungary. I’m the Hungarian consul here.”
“Ahhh great, yeah... My hovercraft is full of eels,
So I have to go. Nice meeting you.”6

This conversation is followed by a couple of allusions to Clinton’s public 
persona and the Clinton–Lewinsky scandal. The chapter is finished with another 
excerpt from the song “So What,” making the closing lines the following: “Who 
cares / Who cares what you do / And who cares / Who cares about you, you, 
you, you, you, you” (Térey 2015, 14; emphasis in the original). As already stated, 
Metallica was not the original author of the song; it was the British punk band 
Anti-Nowhere League. In this case, choosing a well-known, if not the most 
famous, American metal legend over an old-school but generally unknown band 
can also be interpreted as a critically inclined opinion on cultural globalization. 
Thus, the unusual trio of a hot dog stand, the appearance of Bill Clinton, and 
Metallica blasting on the docks of Reykjavík at the same time, in their absurdity, 
serve not only as a humorous and ironic introduction to the world of A Legkisebb 
Jégkorszak [The Shortest Ice Age] but also as a critical stance on the perceived 
importance and impact of cultural trends that might be labelled as global. In this 
regard, the implicit content of this chapter can be interpreted in a very similar 
manner as the already discussed verses that describe the singer Lana Del Ray.

In some scenes, popular music is used as a means to create a light-hearted 
intermezzo. One of the overarching storylines of A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The 
Shortest Ice Age] is a stalker who at first harasses seemingly random women with 
a cryptic text message: “ALL I WANT FOR CHRISTMAS IS YOU…” (Térey 2015, 
116; capitalization in the original). The fact that this is the title of a Christmas 
song performed by Mariah Carrey is not noted at this point. The first character to 
complain about the unwanted attention is Alma – she and her friend quickly decide 
that the sender must be a “perverted scumbag,” and their attention shifts to one of 
the neighbouring tables in the café, where some water polo players discuss what 
the worst song ever written might be. The two competing titles are You Win Again 
and How Deep is Your Love, both performed by the Bee Gees. These suggestions 
instantly lighten Alma’s and her friend’s mood as well (Térey 2015, 117). A few 
chapters later, in a very similar setup, Győző listens to some women discussing the 
ideal commercial Christmas song from the 90s, the runner-ups being Stay Another 
Day by East 17 and Viva Forever by Spice Girls (Térey 2015, 195).

6	 Cf. “A konzul igazán nem akart tolakodni, / De Bill kiszúrta őt a sorban, és vállon veregette: 
/ “Only with mustard and geysers?” / “Absolutely, Mister President.” / “Well it’s a pity, I’ve 
become a vegan lately”, / Kacsintott pajzánul Bill. Kezet ráztak sietősen. / Az elnök láthatóan 
valami pozitív támpontot keresett: / “Hey man, wait a minute… Czech Republic?” / “Oh no… 
Hungary. I’m the Hungarian consul here.” / “Ahhh great, yeah… My hovercraft is full of eels, So 
I have to go. Nice meeting you” (Térey 2015, 13; emphasis in the original).
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Conclusions

The established categories, more precisely, characterization, cultural landscaping, 
and humour, irony, critique aim to outline an approximate framework regarding 
how the different references and mentions of music, citations of lyrics, related 
descriptions, etc. function as a literary device in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak [The 
Shortest Ice Age]. While the examples were primarily analysed from specific 
angles, in order to establish points of reference within the typology, it is apparent 
that all of these can be interpreted in more than one of the presented categories. 
The allusion to Sándor Weöres’s poem can be viewed both as cultural landscaping, 
based on the disco/rave context, and as eccentric insider joke requiring a specific 
combination of knowledge. The discussions on the best and worst pop songs 
also serve the dual purpose of humour and widening the cultural horizon of the 
fictional environment.

In 2015, the Recorder magazine asked more than thirty Hungarian writers 
questions about music: 1. What is your defining or favourite pop music album, 
musical experience, or significant, truly life-changing concert experience? 2. Do 
you usually listen to music while writing; does music help you concentrate, and, 
if so, what kind of music do you listen to? As his most influential album, Térey 
pointed to Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me by The Cure and stated that he usually listens 
to symphonic or chamber music on the radio, since anything with lyrics would be 
distracting and there is no time to DJ during the writing process (Recorder 2015). 
In the context of this research, neither the first nor the second answer comes 
as a surprise, since there is plenty of classical music in A Legkisebb Jégkorszak 
[The Shortest Ice Age], and although none of the songs from Kiss me… made it 
into the text, The Cure is the most mentioned band with its three songs. The fact 
that the author’s personal taste in music is reflected so clearly in this verse novel 
may indicate that the music mentioned, referenced, and cited was most likely 
chosen with great care. While this research did not provide any groundbreaking 
changes in the rejuvenation of the discourse about the verse novel in Hungarian 
literature, the findings might serve as an ample addition to Térey’s reception, 
providing further angles to establish connections between world building, 
Realism, intertextuality, and intermediality in the field of music in literature.
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Painting is silent poetry, and poetry is painting that speaks.1

Theoretical Premises

Although the concept of aesthetics was developed by the German philosopher 
Alexander Baumgarten in his 1750 Aesthetica, the philosophical debates 
surrounding the nature and function of art can be traced back to the foundational 
views of Plato and Aristotle, particularly their discussions on mimesis 
(imitation). The debates follow in this respect the cultural and artistic forms 
that have developed in the Western World, having their foundations laid in the 
Greek and Roman Antiquity. These perspectives not only frame early thoughts on 
the relationship between art and reality but also set the stage for understanding 
the reciprocal interaction between literature and other art forms. The Platonic 
and Aristotelian perspectives on art and mimesis are therefore fundamental for 
understanding all the later developments of literature and art and their interplay 
with life in Western culture.

The choice of Antiquity and the Romantic Age for discussing the relationship 
between literature and other arts is based on the dynamic provided by these two 
ages in the development of that relationship. The classical Antiquity established 
the theoretical foundations and practical examples of the close interaction 
and symbiotic relationship between literature and the arts. The Romantic Age, 
following centuries of rediscovery and reappreciation of the seminal contribution 
of Western Antiquity to the understanding and evolution of literature and arts, 
set new theoretical, philosophical, and practical groundworks for the concept 
of literature and arts as a whole, unitary human expression of a worldview that 
includes all creative artistic interpretation into the newly developed theory of 
Gesamtkunstwerk – a total and universal work of art. 

The Antiquity

In Plato’s critique of art, the Greek philosopher presents, in various dialogues, 
most specifically in The Republic, a rather critical view of the role of art and 
poetry in society. This view is extracted from Plato’s approach and understanding 
of the concept of mimesis, a form of imitation that he claims to be different from 
the truth. According to Plato’s theory of forms, the physical world itself is but a 
mere shadow of the ideal Forms – a type of ultimate reality that can be achieved 
only through reason. According to this view, art, as a simple imitation of the 
physical world, is turning people away from truth and reality at the same time. 

1	 Simonides of Ceos, cca. 500 BC.
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In Book X of The Republic, entitled The Quarrel between Poetry and Philosophy 
(Plato 1970, 321–337), he explains his critique of art as imitation and of the 
artist as imitator, accusing him of having no real knowledge of the truth and thus 
being unable to depict reality – ultimate reality. He calls the painter “a creator 
of appearances” (Plato 1970, 324). He also fears that art, having a powerful 
influence on people but depicting a false reality, might corrupt people’s moral 
behaviour by disrupting their rational thought. That is the reason why Plato, in 
the construction of his ideal state, does not welcome poets; on the contrary, he 
would banish or at least censor them, unless they positively contribute to the 
moral education of citizens:

Which is the art of painting designed to be – an imitation of things as they 
are, or as they appear – of appearance or of reality? […].
Then the imitator, I said, is a long way off the truth […]. A painter will 
paint a cobbler, carpenter, or any other artist, though he knows nothing 
of their arts; and, if he is a good artist, he may deceive children or simple 
persons, when he shows them his picture of a carpenter from a distance, 
and they will fancy that they are looking at a real carpenter. […]
And whenever any one informs us that he has found a man who knows all 
the arts […], I think that we can only imagine him to be a simple creature who 
is likely to have been deceived by some wizard or actor whom he met, and 
whom he thought all-knowing, because he himself was unable to analyse 
the nature of knowledge and ignorance and imitation. (Plato 1970, 324)

Thus, Plato expresses his scepticism about art’s ability to convey truth and 
reflects his concerns about the influence of art on moral and ethical behaviour. 
In his view, this is an expression of the tensions that arise in society from the 
continuous differences of perception between reality and representation.

Perhaps the most valuable and direct response to Plato’s criticism of art came 
from his student, Aristotle. The philosopher developed his own thesis on mimesis 
in his Poetics. He does not argue with Plato about art as imitation but stands on 
a different position when it comes to dismissing art as distortion of truth. On the 
contrary, Aristotle’s perspective places art on a higher ground, as a medium that 
can reveal universal truths to people. His perspective is that by imitating action, 
it can reflect general truths about human nature and the human condition. These 
broader truths then transcend the specificities of the particular instances depicted, 
contributing to man’s progress and well-being. Of great interest here is Aristotle’s 
notion of catharsis. He uses it to show that art does more than reflect life, shaping 
directly human experience by providing emotional and philosophical insights 
that contribute to personal and societal well-being.
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Aristotle’s defence of art centres mostly on dramatic poetry, particularly 
tragedy. He employs the concept of catharsis to illustrate how tragedy can 
actually help the audience purge their negative emotions as they are displayed 
in the characters on stage. This cathartic process is not merely a cleansing but an 
educational experience that enhances the audience’s understanding of the moral 
and philosophical dimensions of human life. Thereby, Aristotle not only defends 
the utility of art in educating emotions in a controlled environment but also 
asserts its value in fostering a deeper understanding of human virtues and vices.

The Platonic and Aristotelian perspectives on mimesis provide a valuable 
framework for examining the symbiotic relationships between literature and other 
arts. Plato’s apprehension about the power of art to shape moral and emotional 
responses can be seen in the caution with which literature and visual arts were 
approached and regulated in different historical contexts. At the same time, 
Aristotle’s more affirmative view illuminates how literature and arts can serve 
as mediums for exploring and expressing universal themes and truths, thereby 
enriching each other.

Plato might have had a more personal approach to the role and purpose of 
art and poetry as opposed to those of philosophy. This might have sprung in 
his accusation of poetry – through the author Aristophanes, the foremost 
representative poet of the Old School of Comedy, or Old Attic Comedy –, of 
slandering Socrates in the play The Clouds. The accusation of Aristophanes being 
a slanderer of Socrates is to be found in Plato’s Apology of Socrates, where in the 
beginning Socrates presents the accusations against him and the accusers as well:

Let’s examine, then, from the beginning, what the charge is from which 
the slander against me arose – the very one on which Meletus relied 
when he wrote the present indictment of me. Well, then, what exactly did 
the slanderers say to slander me? Just as if they were real accusers their 
affidavit must be read. It’s something like this: Socrates commits injustice 
and is a busybody, in that he investigates the things beneath the earth and 
in the heavens, makes the weaker argument the stronger, and teaches these 
things to others. Indeed, you saw these charges expressed yourselves in 
Aristophanes’ comedy. There, some fellow named Socrates swings around 
claiming he’s walking on air and talking a lot of other nonsense on subjects 
that I know neither a lot nor a little but nothing at all about. Not that I mean 
to disparage this knowledge, if anyone’s wise in such subjects – I don’t 
want to have to defend myself against more of Meletus’ lawsuits! – but I, 
men of Athens, take no part in them. (Cohen et al. 2011, 155)

That might be the context for Plato’s dismissal of the poet from his ideal, 
utopian republic. He banishes the poet from his Republic because he considers 
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him as the opposite of the philosopher. The philosopher is in a constant search for 
truth and, seeking the truth, always speaks the truth. On the other side, the poet 
is not interested in the truth, as the art of poetry (and art in general) is far from the 
truth, being just a copy of a copy of the ideal form. Therefore, the poet deceives the 
public with his art and poetry – he lies about the universal truths, thus corrupting 
the minds of the people. While the philosopher is loyal to the concept of truth and 
its educative, moral, and social mission, the poet is subversive.

By providing an answer and an alternative to Plato’s view on art and poetry, 
Aristotle not only offered a different and more applied perspective on art and 
its positive role in human life and for the development of society, but also, in 
his historical account of Greek poetry, he offered some of the first interplays 
between literature and other arts. In Peri poietikês – Poetics, the world’s first 
major philosophical treaty on literary theory, he discussed the birth and role of 
poetry, accepting the concept of mimesis, but attributing to it also a necessity, 
that of offering pleasure to the people, thus having an important social and 
cultural function. In Aristotle’s view, poetry in general seems to have sprung 
from two causes, each of them lying deep in our nature. First, the instinct of 
imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one difference between him and 
other animals being that he is the most imitative of living creatures, and through 
imitation he learns his earliest lessons; and no less universal is the pleasure felt 
in things imitated (Barnes 1995, 4969).

In his work, Aristotle further distinguishes between Mimêtikê – the art of 
producing a mimesis – and Poêtikê, the art of composing poetry, which are 
fundamental to understanding his approach to art and poetry. While Mimêtikê, 
a central concept in Aristotle’s aesthetics, is a broader concept that applies 
to all art and implies the imitation of the known physical world, of people’s 
actions, and of life itself in works of art, Poêtikê refers strictly to the art of 
composing poetry. Mimêtikê can be understood as imitation or representation, 
while Poêtikê represents creation. As mentioned above, Aristotle believed that 
mimesis served positive purposes for mankind: it enabled catharsis, it educated, 
and it offered virtuous entertainment (pleasure) to the people. When referring 
to poetry, Aristotle has a broader framework in mind, including here all forms 
of known literary genres: epic poetry, tragedy, comedy, and lyric poetry. This 
is in accordance with the Greek term of poiēsis, which ultimately translates as 
creation (making). While mimesis is the fundamental principle in all forms of 
artistic representation, poetry means the specific application of this principle for 
creating literature, especially tragedy, seen as the supreme form of poetry.

Poetry now diverged in two directions, according to the individual character of 
the writers. The graver spirits imitated noble actions and the actions of good men. 
The more trivial sort imitated the actions of meaner persons, at first composing 
satires, as the former did hymns to the gods and the praises of famous men (Barnes 
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1995, 4969). While discussing the principles of mimesis and poetry, Aristotle not 
only referred to mimesis as the common principle that lays the foundation for all 
forms of known art: poetry, music, dancing, painting, and sculpture, but he also 
shows how these art forms intersect and combine on stage to create a complete, 
total work of art, by engaging all the senses of the audience:

Aeschylus first introduced a second actor; he diminished the importance of 
the Chorus, and assigned the leading part to the dialogue. Sophocles raised 
the number of actors to three, and added scene-painting. Moreover, it was 
not till late that the short plot was discarded for one of greater compass, 
and the grotesque diction of the earlier satyric form for the stately manner 
of Tragedy. The iambic measure then replaced the trochaic tetrameter, 
which was originally employed when the poetry was of the Satyric order, 
and had greater affinities with dancing. Once dialogue had come in, Nature 
herself discovered the appropriate measure. (Harmon 2005, 37)

We see how Aristotle combines the specific means employed by poetry, such as 
plot (mythos), character (ethos), and diction (lexis), with characteristics of different 
arts, such as music and painting of the scene, to create a complete spectacle 
(opsis). The link and interplay between literature and other arts had already been 
established and theorized upon. As an answer to Plato’s obsessive search for truth, 
an approach reserved only to the philosopher in his vision, Aristotle proposed to 
separate the poetic truth, which he saw as having a universal character, from the 
historic truth, which had only a particular or specific relevance.

To briefly conclude on the foundational theories on art and literature and their 
nature, Philodemus of Gadara seems to be the natural choice for an attempt to 
reconcile the positions of the philosopher and the poet. The fact that he was both 
philosopher and poet himself helped the Greek scholar and writer turned Roman 
to find a way to treat philosophy and poetry in separate ways. Sources from the 
Antiquity, such as Cicero and Asconius, describe him as the “leading Epicurean 
philosopher of the day” and also a highly appreciated poet (Obbink 1995, vii). 
Philodemus was initially a disciple of Zeno’s school of Epicureanism in Athens, 
until he went to live in Rome and then Herculaneum. Thus, he also represents 
a link between Greek and Roman culture, philosophy, and poetry, being highly 
influential to the Roman Augustan poets, most notably Horace, who was to create 
the second fundamental philosophical treaty on literature, after Aristotle, his 
famous Ars Poetica.

Although some of Philodemus’s writings had already been known by the 
eighteenth century, the discovery of the buried Roman cities of Pompeii and 
Herculaneum also led to the excavation of the famous Villa of the Papyri. The 
first carbonized rolls containing texts by Philodemus were found around the 
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mid-eighteenth century and have been analysed ever since. The newest and 
most elaborate efforts to decipher the texts on the burnt rolls of papyrus are 
the Philodemus Project, an international academic effort uniting scholars from 
universities, such as UCLA, University College London, and Oxford University, 
and using the latest scientific discoveries and techniques to read those carbonized 
rolls. Numerous texts were thus saved and deciphered, having also been translated 
into English and published in several volumes, starting with the year 2000.2 It 
has been thus discovered that Philodemus, who had been known primarily as a 
writer of epigrams, had composed three large treaties: On Poems, On Music, and 
On Rhetoric, trying to reconcile philosophy, literature, and arts. His influence on 
the great Roman poets like Vergil, Catullus, and Horace (Obbink 1995, 42) made 
sure that his reconciliatory positions were adopted to Roman culture.

Far from regarding poetry as simple imitation, or falsified truth, Philodemus 
considered it to be divine in nature: “Since he deemed poetry a gift from the gods, 
he must have believed in divine inspiration; he also believed in the moral effect 
of music, as both the Pythagoreans and Aristoxenus did. Heraclides also insisted 
that the earliest poetry was not only in verse but also performed to musical 
accompaniment” (Janko 2003, 134–135). We find here yet another proof of the 
fact that literature and other arts, in this case music, have been put together since 
the earliest times to create a more complex and complete artistic experience, with 
music having already been classified as a rather intellectual pursuit by Pythagoras 
(Janko 2003, 136). In his writings, Philodemus tries to reconcile philosophy and 
arts by extracting poetry from the realm of mere imitation and entertainment 
(pleasure), like Plato and Aristotle mostly argue, and turns them into intellectual 
pursuits, achievements, and delights: “it is not an irrational or sensual pleasure 
produced by mere music that we find in poetry, but a purely intellectual pleasure, 
one not appreciated by the ear but by reason, λόγῳ” (Armstrong 2004, 236).

Even if apparently antithetic, both Plato’s and Aristotle’s ideas form the 
foundation for Western approach to art and literature, fuelling so many following 
centuries of constant debates on the role of art and literature in the life of people, 
and the constant relation of reciprocity between the two of them. Philodemus’s 
reconciling of philosophy and poetry allowed for a new appreciation of poetry 
and arts as intellectual efforts to understand and express human life and the 
world. In the broader context of this research, understanding these foundational 
ideas allows us to trace how the concepts of imitation, representation, and 
emotional effect have been reinterpreted and reimagined in different eras.

2	 On poems 1, published in 2000, and On Poems 3–4, published in 2010 by Oxford University 
Press, edited and translated by Richard Janko.
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Middle Ages, Humanism, and the Renaissance

After the end of Antiquity and after the Dark Ages, Renaissance artists and writers 
revisited these classical theories, integrating them with new scientific discoveries 
and philosophical thought to elevate the mimetic arts to vehicles of intellectual 
and emotional exploration. By juxtaposing these philosophical fundaments with 
historical artistic practices, we can better appreciate how literature and arts have 
continually dialogued, influencing and redefining each other across the centuries. 
Classical aesthetic theories have influenced Western culture ever since and are 
still paramount in understanding contemporary artistic endeavours.

The decline and fall of the Roman Empire also meant the decay of culture, 
art and literature being among the most affected. During the Middle Ages, 
the Church came to dominate most of the cultural life in Europe, obtaining a 
quasi-monopoly on written texts and all the knowledge that came from them. 
Literature and arts were dominated by religious themes, and the best examples 
of intersecting visions in literature and arts in this period can be observed in 
some sacred manuscripts like The Book of Kells from the ninth-century Ireland 
or Codex Aureus of Lorsch, an eighth-ninth-century Carolingian gospel, part 
of which is preserved today in the Batthyaneum Library of Alba Iulia. They 
are part of the illuminated manuscripts that were created during the Middle 
Ages, combining religious literature with highly crafted artistic expressions of 
calligraphy, illustrations, gold leaf decorations, and carved ivory bindings.

The lay artistic expressions that combined different arts were represented by 
the minstrels, troubadours, and minnesingers who travelled the aristocratic courts 
offering representations that combined poetry, music, and visual performance.

Humanism and the Renaissance rediscovered and reconsidered many of the 
philosophical and artistic concepts of the Antiquity, incorporating the wisdom 
of their Greek and Roman forefathers into their philosophical and literary 
perspectives. But the age that best expressed a new concern with incorporating 
literature and arts to express a complete artistic experience is the Romantic Age.

The Romantic Age

Spanning the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, it marked a profound 
shift in artistic and literary expression, characterized by an intense focus on 
emotion, individualism, and a deep reverence for nature. It was a reaction against 
the Enlightenment, with its emphasis placed on reason alone in approaching all 
areas of human activity on the one hand and the change in human labour and the 
societal and environmental challenges brought by industrialization on the other. 
The social, economic, and political (American and French Revolutions) landscape 
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had changed dramatically, turning the interest of Romantic thinkers and artists 
towards the subjective experience of the individual and the sublime aspects of the 
natural world. Key figures, such as the poet William Wordsworth and the painter 
J. M. W. Turner, brought these themes to the forefront of their respective arts, 
deeply influencing numerous of their contemporaries and successors.

Aesthetic Theories: Understanding Artistic Confluences

Following the introductory part and the diachronic aspects presented so far, 
the next section of the paper will focus on a number of aesthetic theories and 
concepts that are relevant to the paper.

As in Antiquity, the road to these changes was paved by the thinkers. 
Philosophy played a central role in this shift of perspective, laying the foundation 
for a new era of human expression of sensibility and concern for the well-being 
of the individual and subsequently of society as a whole. Philosophers like John 
Locke, David Hume, Edmund Burke in Britain and Immanuel Kant, Alexander 
Baumgarten, and K. F. E. Trahndorff in Germany, based on their ancient forefathers, 
set out in search of new concepts that were to define the new reality of modern 
life. Political thought became increasingly important, regarded as a fundamental 
condition for the liberation of man. According to Kant, man was living in a state 
of tutelage, not being able to take hold of his actions and destiny. This was all his 
own fault because man was lacking the courage to use his own reason. Sapere 
aude ‘dare to know’ became, in Kant’s vision, the motto of the Enlightenment. 
But politics and social and political emancipation, although of fundamental 
importance for the progress of humankind, were not enough to secure a state of 
liberty, prosperity, and happiness for the people. The appreciation of beauty, of 
the arts is an indispensable ingredient to human happiness and well-being. That 
is why philosophers also delved deeper into the principles of the theory of beauty 
and art and literature, to find and explain to the world the secret components that 
were to lead to an elevated life of the people.

Baumgarten reinvented the term aesthetics in the mid-eighteenth century to 
coin the modern concept of it as a judgement of taste based on the senses and not 
the intellect. His ideas would be later incorporated by philosophers of German 
idealism like Immanuel Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason (1781) and Critique 
of Judgement (1790) and Schopenhauer’s aesthetic theory, which he explains in 
The World as Will and Representation (1818) and spreads throughout the Western 
world. Schopenhauer proposes art as a refuge from suffering and pain, suggesting 
that art offers a way to temporarily escape the suffering that arises from constant 
desires. For Schopenhauer, the aesthetic experience allows individuals to perceive 
the world as mere representation without the pain that comes from desire. 
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Emphasis on Emotion and Nature. The Sublime 

In Critique of Judgement, Kant distinguishes between beauty and the sublime, 
offering a dual framework that has deeply influenced the theory of aesthetics. 
Kant posits that beauty is associated with the form of the object, which has an 
inherent order and symmetry that evokes a disinterested pleasure and a sense of 
harmony in the observer. Beauty is related to something confined and clear, and it 
intermediates painless pleasure. The sublime, however, is evoked by objects that 
can suggest an overwhelming power or vastness that the imagination struggles to 
fully comprehend. Instead of being confined, the sublime is boundless; instead 
of being clear, it is obscure. The sublime, as described by Kant, concerns the 
aesthetic experience of something vast, overwhelming, and beyond ordinary 
human comprehension. He divided it into mathematical sublime – which arises 
from the perception of vastness or infinite magnitude, which surpasses our 
ability to fully comprehend it – and dynamic sublime, related to the perception 
of overwhelming power such as natural forces like storms or mountains. 

Kant’s concept of the sublime is particularly influential in understanding 
Romantic literature and art, which often seeks to express the overwhelming 
aspects of nature and human experience. For example, the works of Caspar David 
Friedrich, whose paintings, such as “Wanderer above the Sea of Fog,” encapsulate 
the sublime by depicting man against the immense and mysterious natural world, 
reflect Kantian ideas. The same is valid for another Romantic painter, William 
Turner, renowned for his innovative use of colour and light, which sought to 
convey intense emotional experiences and the sublime aspects of nature. Turner’s 
approach to landscape painting moved away from detailed, realistic depictions 
to emphasize atmospheric effects and dramatic, often turbulent scenes that evoke 
a sense of awe and grandeur. His painting “The Slave Ship” (originally entitled 
“Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying – Typhoon Coming On”) is a 
powerful example of his style and themes. The work depicts a ship sailing through 
a tumultuous sea, with enslaved people thrown overboard, emphasizing human 
cruelty against the backdrop of nature’s overwhelming force. The painting’s 
dramatic use of colour and light not only conveys the horror and chaos of the 
scene but also invokes the sublime power of nature, which dwarfs and judges 
human actions.

In literature, William Wordsworth and Samuel Coleridge are perhaps the most 
representative poets of English Romantic lyrical poetry with their Lyrical Ballads 
(1798). The sublime plays an important role in the definition of their poetic 
themes as well. Although emphasizing simplicity, emotion, and a connection 
to the natural world, poems like “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern 
Abbey” reflect the mathematical sublime through the portrayal of expansive 
natural scenes. Similarly, the dynamical sublime is evident in Samuel Taylor 
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Coleridge’s “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,” with its depiction of the 
overwhelming forces of the sea.

Gesamtkunstwerk [The Universal Work of Art]

The German philosopher K. F. E. Trahndorff is credited with having coined the 
term Gesamtkunstwerk – total, or universal work of art. In his appreciation of aes-
thetics, in Ästhetik oder Lehre von Weltanschauung und Kunst (1827), he devel-
oped the concept of Gesamtkunstwerk as a philosophical and artistic endeavour 
to sum up and incorporate elements of all arts to create an ultimate artistic expres-
sion composed of all arts, which would appeal to all senses and the intellect. The 
interplay of literature and the other arts was for the first time explicitly presented 
in this attempt to unify all arts into a single composite and ultimate expression. 
Trahndorff explains his goal in the introduction to his work, directly addressing 
the reader. He takes a clear scientific approach to aesthetics, stipulating that his 
work is an attempt to prove or demonstrate that aesthetics is a science. His work 
is addressed to all those who are scientifically educated, artists included, and who 
understood the necessity to base themselves and their entire lives on scientific 
foundation, as they were living in an age of science (Trahndorff 1827, X).

His thesis and the innovative character of his work lie, according to the author 
(Trahndorff 1827, XI), in the fact that he has, for the first time, identified and 
drawn a clear and precise delimitation between aesthetics and the other fields 
of life (Gebiete des Lebens) and the spiritual activities (geistigen Thätigkeit). 
Implicitly, he defines aesthetics as a field/category – in a scientific language – of 
life. The appreciation and use of art are part of human life.

He goes on to assert that the lack of a clear delimitation line between aesthetics 
and the other fields of life and religion is the one that caused much confusion, 
leading to the “Empire of Aesthetics” (das Reich der Aesthetik) flooded by the 
areas of ethics and religion, and thus to be blurred and obscured. He further 
declares that, due to the same lack of delimitation, the character of aesthetics was 
damaged by the superficial approach to it, separating it also completely from the 
spiritual side, which made the Empire of Aesthetics become less than a heavenly 
empire and more of a false paradise or a playground for the rich and famous, who 
only use it trivially for their small pleasures.

For him, art is directly related to the development of mankind, and the basic 
concept of everything that goes under the known name of aesthetics is the 
comprehension of the world, but only for the purposes of comprehension, i.e. 
purely for itself. His perspective states that art has a life of itself, an inner life. The 
outer life of art would be the way it is received-perceived by the audience. Art 
and human life are indivisibly connected and reciprocally condition each other. 



176 Petru IONESCU

Art has a life of itself, and the life of art is directly connected to and constantly 
accompanies the development of human life: “The entire field of art is a living 
organism, founded and derived from the highest principle of life in general. […] 
The relationship between the life of mankind and the life of art is tremendous” 
(Trahndorff 1827, X). He further states the importance of art for each and every 
individual in this world: “Every individual art has its own place in the whole 
and in relationship to the other arts, which is naturally determined” (Trahndorff 
1827, XI). As a result of this constant reciprocal conditioning of art and life: 
“Humanity is ennobled by art” (Trahndorff 1827, XI).

Trahndorff’s concepts of aesthetics and Gesamtkunstwerk, together with 
Schopenhauer’s theory on art as refuge from suffering and his perceiving the world 
as representation deeply influenced the Romantic and post-Romantic movements, 
especially in the way artists, like Richard Wagner, integrated these concepts into 
operatic expressions that emphasize the transcendent nature of music and literature 
(drama). Wagner was an enthusiast of the Gesamtkunstwerk, a term and concept he 
helped popularize, as he was to become one of the foremost cultural icons of the 
nineteenth century. Until Wagner, only a few scholars and literates would know of 
Gesamtkunstwerk, the attempt to unite all arts into a universal work of art, linking 
literature with all the other arts. Due to his popularity and cultural influence, the 
concept began to be widely used, and his example was followed by numerous 
supporters and disciples well into the twentieth century.

Wagner, the great German Romantic (in music, Romanticism lasted until the 
beginning of the twentieth century), was deeply concerned with the state of 
humankind and the role played by arts in society, concerns that he expressed in 
his 1849 essay Art and Revolution. Based on the Greek approach to art, aiming to 
create an ideal human culture, he was convinced that Greek art was embedded 
in Greek religion and mysticism and that the demise of religion is the death of 
art. He was thus one of the Romantics who played heavily the card of religion, 
which made him turn later to his exploration of Germanic myths and legends. 
His conception of the relation of music to the other arts is to be found in another 
essay from the same year, 1849, The Artwork of the Future. Here Wagner states 
from the very beginning the unequivocal relation between man, nature, and art: 
“As Man stands to Nature, so stands Art to Man” (Wagner 1993, 69). Following 
the revolutionary spirit of the previous year (the 1848 Revolutions in Europe), 
Wagner believes that a revolution in both art and people is necessary, and that 
this is the natural order of things.

Wagner, a contemporary of Nietzsche, lived in a world that was concerned with 
its own decadence. He saw art declining as well, and attributed this to the fact 
that art was dealing mostly with individual forms, and those forms were falling, 
declining. To overcome this state of decadence, an artistic revolution was needed, 
one to result in a new unity of art and to include all arts – das Gesamtkunstwerk 
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–, the total, universal work of art. This is what he set out to create in his operas, 
trying to use and unite all possible forms of art, from literature to music, from 
painting to sculpture and dancing. With Wagner, the intersecting visions between 
literature and the arts is complete.

Ekphrasis

Another good example of intersection between literature and other arts is 
ekphrasis, a literary technique consisting of the vivid description of a work of 
art in a literary text. Since the earliest literary works, ekphrasis has been used 
to incorporate vivid imagery into texts to create the striking impression that 
the readers or listeners are contemplating the work of art, thus involving and 
immersing the reader even further into the literary experience and inviting them 
to take a more active part in the narrative.

To continue the line of our perspective from the Greek and Roman Antiquity to 
the Romantic Age, the following examples serve as an illustration of ekphrasis. In 
the Antiquity, epic poetry would use ekphrasis as a means to render the hidden 
aspects of artistic expressions that might not have been perceived otherwise by the 
audience. This way, literature, as a verbal art, would have a means of expression 
that allowed the audience to experience in the same time a visual, more physical 
participation, enabling them to understand and undergo an enhanced sensorial 
experience of the narrative. The goal was to intermediate and grant a complete 
understanding and acknowledgement of the literary message that was transmitted 
by the author, with the help of the visual and auditory representations of the literary 
work. It also served as a tool to prove the skills of the author, his capacity not only to 
create verbal communication and interaction with the audience but also to conceive 
and build visual representations that would engage the audience in a more complete 
way, allowing them to “sense” the message of the literary work by appealing not 
only to their imagination but also to their more immediate emotions, as transmitted 
by the more direct and concrete sensorial experience provided by imagery.

Ancient Greek and Roman Literature

Homer – The Iliad (8 BC)

In “Book XVIII” of The Iliad, Homer presents a vivid and detailed description 
of the shield of Achilles – the Greek hero who was besieging Troy during the 
Trojan War. Achilles, a central character of The Iliad and the greatest warrior 
the Greek had, was the son of a half-deity and was thus favoured by the gods. 
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One of the favours the gods made him was for the god Hephaestus to craft him a 
very special armour. The shield of that armour is described in very fine details 
in the poem, depicting intricate scenes of daily life, including images of cities, 
fields, dancing, and celestial bodies, occupying more than two hundred lines, 
and it represents perhaps the oldest, but certainly one of the finest examples of 
ekphrasis in Western literature:

Then first he form’d the immense and solid shield; 
Rich various artifice emblazed the field; 
Its utmost verge a threefold circle bound;
A silver chain suspends the massy round; 
Five ample plates the broad expanse compose, 
And godlike labours on the surface rose. 
There shone the image of the master-mind: 
There earth, there heaven, there ocean he design’d; 
The unwearied sun, the moon completely round;

Two cities radiant on the shield appear, 
The image one of peace, and one of war. 
Here sacred pomp and genial feast delight, 
And solemn dance, and hymeneal rite; 
Along the street the new-made brides are led, 
With torches flaming, to the nuptial bed: 
The youthful dancers in a circle bound 
To the soft flute, and cithern’s silver sound. (Appleton 1899, 567)

Vergil – Aeneid (29–19 BC)

Just like for Achilles in Homer’s The Iliad, the shield of the hero Aeneas is made 
by the same god, now under his Roman name of Vulcan. This shield contains 
representative scenes from Roman history, including the future exploits of 
Aeneas’s descendants, culminating in the reign of Augustus. This specific 
ekphrasis used by Vergil in his Aeneid serves a precise political purpose, to link 
the destiny of the great hero Aeneas, a founding father, with the destiny of Rome 
and its imperial power. As in The Iliad, the ekphrasis containing the description 
of the shield is of considerable length, ending “Book VIII” of the poem:

But most admires the shield’s mysterious mould, 
And Roman triumphs rising on the gold: 
For these, emboss’d, the heav’nly smith had wrought 
(Not in the rolls of future fate untaught) 
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The wars in order, and the race divine 
Of warriors issuing from the Julian line. 
The cave of Mars was dress’d with mossy greens: 
There, by the wolf, were laid the martial twins.

Betwixt the quarters flows a golden sea; 
But foaming surges there in silver play. 
The dancing dolphins with their tails divide 
The glitt’ring waves, and cut the precious tide. 
Amid the main, two mighty fleets engage 
Their brazen beaks, oppos’d with equal rage. (Dryden 1864, 250)

Ovid – Metamorphoses

In “Book II” of Metamorphoses, Ovid describes the palace of the sun god. There is 
no historical and political reference this time, the description simply emphasizing 
the dazzling beauty and artistic mastery of the building, reflecting the grandeur 
of the sun god:

The palace of the Sun towered up with raised columns, bright with glittering 
gold, and gleaming bronze like fire. Shining ivory crowned the roofs, and 
the twin doors radiated light from polished silver. The work of art was 
finer than the material: on the doors Mulciber had engraved the waters 
that surround the earth’s centre, the earthly globe, and the overarching sky. 
The dark blue sea contains the gods, melodious Triton, shifting Proteus, 
Aegaeon crushing two huge whales together, his arms across their backs, 
and Doris with her daughters, some seen swimming, some sitting on rocks 
drying their sea-green hair, some riding the backs of fish. They are neither 
all alike, nor all different, just as sisters should be. The land shows men 
and towns, woods and creatures, rivers and nymphs and other rural gods. 
Above them was an image of the glowing sky, with six signs of the zodiac 
on the right hand door and the same number on the left. (Ovid 2000, 43)

Romantic Literature

The Romantics were no less skilled than their ancient forefathers in using 
ekphrasis in their poetry. The mostly lyrical poetry of the Romantics did not 
need so much of historical justification as political manifesto, as in some of the 
above-mentioned examples. Instead, the focus on nature and the sublime came to 
define the romantic ekphrasis.
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John Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (1819)

A first example, one that also illustrates the link to ancient literature, is John 
Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn.” Keats’s poem is one of the most famous examples 
of ekphrasis in Romantic literature. The poem describes an ancient Greek urn with 
scenes of pastoral beauty, lovers, and religious ceremonies. In a typical romantic 
turn, Keats meditates on the timelessness of art and the contrast between the 
static images on the urn and the transience of humanity:

Thou still unravish’d bride of quietness,
Thou foster-child of silence and slow time,
Sylvan historian, who canst thus express
A flowery tale more sweetly than our rhyme:
What leaf-fring’d legend haunts about thy shape
Of deities or mortals, or of both,
In Tempe or the dales of Arcady?
What men or gods are these? What maidens loth?
What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape?
What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy? (Keats 1897, 236)

Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “On the Medusa of Leonardo da Vinci in the Flo-
rentine Gallery” (1824)

A very clear example of ekphrasis in Romantic literature is Shelley’s describing 
a painting of Leonardo da Vinci, exhibited at the Uffizi in Florence. The 
poem captures the beauty but also the horror of the painting, emphasizing the 
transformative power of art to convey complex emotions:

It lieth, gazing on the midnight sky, 
Upon the cloudy mountain peak supine; 
Below, far lands are seen tremblingly; 
Its horror and its beauty are divine. 
Upon its lips and eyelids seems to lie 
Loveliness like a shadow, from which shrine, 
Fiery and lurid, struggling underneath, 
The agonies of anguish and of death. (Shelley 1824, 139)

William Wordsworth’s “The Thorn” (1798)

The last Romantic poet presented here is William Wordsworth. In his poem “The 
Thorn,” Wordsworth describes a desolate thorn tree and its surroundings, creating 
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a vivid picture that evokes the emotional landscape of the poem’s narrative. The 
detailed depiction serves to enhance the emotional impact of the story. Although 
the description is not that of a work of art in itself, the natural setting presented by 
the poet, in accordance with the emphasis of Romanticism on nature, constitutes 
a painting in itself, nature’s own painting:

High on a mountain’s highest ridge,
Where oft the stormy winter gale
Cuts like a scythe, while through the clouds
It sweeps from vale to vale;
Not five yards from the mountain path,
This Thorn you on your left espy;
And to the left, three yards beyond,
You see a little muddy pond
Of water—never dry. (Wordsworth 1920, 71)

Conclusions

As shown throughout this paper, the idea of combining several artistic means 
to create a complex work of art to address as many of the senses as possible and 
to render intense emotion has been around since the earliest recorded times. 
The literature of ancient Greece and Rome provides numerous examples in this 
respect. Romanticism, with its huge expression of revolt and change underpinned 
by extreme sensibility and a turn towards nature and the exploration of human 
emotions through art, was a perfect playground for experimenting the symbiotic 
relationship of literature and the other arts. Its culminating expression came 
in the form of Gesamtkunstwerk – the total, universal work of art, an ideal 
supported especially by Richard Wagner. His followers are still here today, as 
artistic cross-reference is searching for new means of expression. In our days, 
this concept is continued especially with the arrival of cinematography and the 
visual media and finds its expression in the artistic concept of intermediality, 
exploring the intersections where literature, film, music, and visual arts not only 
coexist but also enrich and transform each other. The study of intermediality 
often involves examining the textual interplay, multimedia integration, and the 
sensory experiences elicited by these interactions.

The merger of different artistic means to create a complex aesthetic experience 
is especially visible with ekphrasis. In the second, more practical part of the 
paper, the examples of ekphrasis found in the literature of Classical Antiquity and 
Romanticism help to underpin and illustrate the special relationship between 
literature and the visual arts. From Aristotle’s unitary vision of literary expression 
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on stage, combining poetry with elements of music (singing and dancing) and 
painting (scene painting), continuing with the illuminated manuscripts of 
the Middle Ages and culminating with the Romantic philosophical debate on 
Aesthetics and Gesamtkunstwerk, the intersecting visions of literature and the 
other arts have been a constant in Western culture. With the help of ekphrasis, 
the powerful impact of the visual arts on the verbal art of poetry has been used 
constantly by the greatest authors to try and immerse their audience in a complex 
artistic experience, inviting them to take part in the artistic act.

This research underscores the profound and enduring connections between 
literature and arts. Each era reveals unique aspects of these interactions, reflecting 
broader socio-cultural and philosophical shifts. By examining these historical 
moments through both theoretical and practical lenses, this study highlights the 
essential role of interdisciplinary influences in shaping the evolution of artistic 
expressions.
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Abstract. This paper aims to identify those protagonists who occupy 
the position of dramatic remediators in the process of mending broken 
relationships in Carlos Morton’s Johnny Tenorio (1983) and Pancho Diablo 
(1987). The research sets out from Jacques Derrida’s essay Plato’s Pharmacy, 
where the work of art is considered to be the fountain “perhaps with 
curative powers” (Derrida 1981, 70) in re-examining past relationships. On 
the level of the narrative, remediated encounters have the role of rebuilding 
interpersonal relationships with the help of designated arbitrating entities 
with an independent, self-contained existence. Considering their level of 
involvement in the outcome of the plot, Carlos Morton’s subjective, semi-
objective, as well as indirect empathic, partial, or detached remediators 
assume the position of non-judgemental, non-political, self-sufficient 
individuals who initiate the process of self-discovery in a subjective time 
frame designated for this purpose. According to Susana Monica Tapodi’s 
study (2017), certain obsolete traumatized characters, such as hedonists, 
intellectuals, and medieval knights, assisted by their alter-egos, attempt 
to mend the resulting broken discourse occurring at borderline situations 
determining the individual’s (post-)existence.

Keywords: hedonism, dramatic remediation, subjective-semi-objective 
mediators, identity.

I. Introduction

This paper focuses on identifying those independent, self-contained entities or 
protagonists who occupy the position of dramatic remediators in Carlos Morton’s 
Johnny Tenorio (1983) and Pancho Diablo (1987), based on Jacques Derrida’s essay 
Plato’s Pharmacy, where the work of art is considered to be the fountain “perhaps 
with curative powers” (Derrida 1981, 70) in re-examining past relationships. 
On the level of the narrative, remediated encounters have the role of rebuilding 
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interpersonal relationships with the help of designated arbitrating entities with 
an independent, self-contained existence. 

Considering the level of involvement in the outcome of the plot, the paper 
relies on the hypothesis that Carlos Morton’s subjective, semi-objective as well 
as indirect empathic, partial, or detached re-mediators assume the position of 
non-judgemental, non-political, self-sufficient individuals who symbolically 
administer the pharmakón, the medicine to the protagonists initiating the process 
of self-discovery in the Teatro de Campesino manner, where the individual is not 
judged or punished. However, his attitude and the consequences of his actions 
are reflected in a comedic way. Morton uses satire to reach a dramatic effect – 
“[w]hether he treats mythical, religious, and social themes and presents human 
beings in search of liberation there is always a sense of humor in the character, 
situation and language” (Lomelí and Shirley 1992, 187).

Nicolás Kanellos (2024) traces the birth of Teatro de Campesino to the year 
1965, when Luis Valdez, Dolores Huerta, and Cezar Chávez established a canon 
for Chicano literature. The ideology behind this endeavour was serving through 
language, mediating culture in a multilingual literary universe, and reconciling 
and softening past traumatic experiences. Teatro de Campesino was a political 
theatre, influenced by Berthold Brecht’s philosophy of “epic drama” (Hecht 1961, 
64), breaking the fourth wall between audience and characters, and introducing 
socio-political commentaries or symbols for the spectators to alienate themselves 
from the created world of the play.

Both Brecht’s epic theatre and Teatro de Campesino share the urge to educate 
people, to present a new attitude towards life. The general attitude they create 
is that of constant respectful awareness: “If the distance is sufficient, then 
knowledge, perhaps as a terrifying self-knowledge will come” (Hecht 1961, 79).

The most frequent collective works published were the so-called actos, 
performed outdoors, containing elements of song and dance, using only certain 
props and masks of some prominent Mexican-American traditional figures such 
as calaveras, The Devil, and the pellado, or the naked one, always engaging 
with the audience. Some works, however, did not appear in written form; they 
were improvised corridos and loud songs, influenced by the Medieval Spanish 
and Mexican oral folk culture. Travelling performers followed the logical line 
of these improvised sketches, acting them out in different ways, under other 
circumstances so no show was completely identical. This form of theatre is 
similar to the work of a student-travelling group in Spain called la baracca, 
which translated into English means ‘hut,’ or ‘cabin.’ In 1932, La Baracca Mobile 
Theatre, a wandering theatre group, was formed, mostly centred around staging 
the 1619 play Fuenteovejuna, which dramatizes the revolt of peasants against 
their tyrannical lord. The theatre’s ideology followed the value system of the 
seventeenth century, when religious and political ideas were not easy to pair up 
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with the Republic’s sovereignty: “We believe we can do our part toward the great 
ideal of educating the people of our beloved Republic by means of restoring to 
them their own theatre” (Rodríguez Solás 2016, 202). 

Postmodern Chicano playwright Carlos Morton’s (1947–) career spans over 
four decades. As a second-generation Chicano, his dramatic work can be assigned 
under the key notion of barrio ‘border.’ The 1970s democratization of the American 
Academy opened the doors for Latino students to enter the higher education 
system. This is also the period when playwrights began to professionalize. Carlos 
Morton’s name as an independent dramatist surfaces with volumes like The 
Many Deaths of Danny Rosales and Other Plays (1983) and Johnny Tenorio and 
Other Plays (1992), the latter in collaboration with Arte Público Press. His recent 
dramas include the political video play Trumpus Caesar (2021) and its sequel in 
progress Trumpus Caesar Returns, directed by Michael Mufson.

By using myths of the Mexican-American culture with a “sardonic view of 
humanity and a folkloric interpretation of classic patterns” (Lomelí and Shirley 
1992, 190), he constructs his plays following a tragic-comic pattern of rituals 
placed in a multi-cultural Chicano setting: “In this sense, Carlos Morton not only 
sees theatre as a ceremonial activity but a combination of ritual within a ritual, in 
order to present a new perspective” (Lomeli and Shirley 1992, 190).

II. Mediation and Remediation

Susana Tapodi connects the past nostalgia of once remarkable intellectuals, 
villains, lovers, and heroes with the Bergsonian conception of subjective 
time, according to which nostalgic protagonists, to preserve their glorious 
past, endeavour to annihilate the notion of time and temporality by assuming 
the position as their creator’s “pessimist alter-ego” (Tapodi 2017, 161). Thus, 
subjective time is reversible through recreating the emotional itinerary of 
certain past events, which somehow triggers the absurd situation of emotional 
involvement to a certain extent, with the help of subjective fragmented memory. 
At the time of reconstructing past happenings, anchored to the time of speech, 
protagonists are unable to relive the unmodified physical and spiritual encounters 
with their former selves missing the necessary substantial and perfect quantum 
leap; as a conclusion, their narrative loses a significant amount of accountability.

Considered to be a process of self-discovery induced by certain empathic, 
philanthropic, or partially detached arbitrating entities, mediators negotiate 
between two parties. In a dramatic context, they are helpers, messengers 
contributing to the protagonist’s self-awareness followed by the realization of 
the impossibility of a fundamental change in their past. Protagonists realize that 
acceptance of the unchangeable is a means to recovery.
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Mediation and remediation are interconnected procedures in the sense that 
as soon as the problem has surfaced, possible solutions are being considered. 
Both concepts function as results of broken dramatic dialogue that determine 
the individual’s (post-)existence in borderline situations induced by designated, 
self-efficient conflict-catalysing, negotiating entities, stimulation agents who, 
through subjective-semi-objective-indirect dramatic involvement, contribute to 
the individual’s fundamental transformation, recovery, and reconnection. 

Oxana Timofeeva (2016, 162) considers art in its various forms as “individual/
social therapy” providing a cure for an imperfect world, using the ancient Greek 
term pharmakón, medicine with healing powers. Jacques Derrida in his essay 
Plato’s Pharmacy (1981, 70) considers texts as written accounts, creations to 
be the fountain “perhaps with curative powers” for ameliorating conflictual 
situations. The notion of pharmakón bears a double meaning: it is considered to 
be both a poison and a remedy with the aim “to push or to attract” (Derrida 1981, 
70). The medical benefits of pharmakón are described by Derrida as follows: 
“This medicine is beneficial, it repairs and produces, accumulates and remedies, 
increases knowledge and reduces forgetfulness” (1981, 97).

According to the latter definition of the term, the paper hypothesises and 
proves that Carlos Morton’s subjective, semi-objective, as well as indirect 
empathic re-mediators symbolically administer the pharmakón, the medicine to 
the protagonists initiating the process of self-discovery with a non-judgemental, 
tolerant attitude, urging them to accept the consequences of their actions 
instead of ignoring them. Despite not preventing the painful effect of spiritual 
purification, re-mediators have a persuasive, convincing nature to “bewitch the 
soul” (Derrida 1981, 116).

Partial detachment from the remediator’s connection to the protagonist includes 
ghostly apparitions or parallel reasoning, which exclude a constant presence 
in the individual’s life but have an increased, lasting significance considering 
the outcome of events. For example, both paternal returns are rejected as a self-
defence mechanism in the case of José Zorilla’s play Don Juan Tenorio and Carlos 
Morton’s sequel entitled Johnny Tenorio, because these occurrences were aiming 
towards a necessary change in the behaviour of the protagonist which ended 
with a warning: “Adios, pues. Mas no te olvides de que hay un Dios justiciero” 
[Well, farewell. But don’t forget, there is a God of justice] (Morton 1992, 42), as 
Don Diego’s last words to his son prove: “Farewell, but don’t forget / that there is 
a God of Justice” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.).

In Carlos Morton’s Pancho Diablo (1987), Jesús Domingo renders the historical 
subplot of the play becoming the symbol of Mexican immigrants crossing the 
American border. Disillusioned by the Great American Dream after 1960, and 
in hopes of surviving persecution, they decide to return to their home country. 
Jesús Domingo can be defined as being part of the working community “braceros” 
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(Sommers and Ybarra-Frausto 1979, 8), or immigrant Mexican factory workers 
during the Transition Period between 1848 and 1910.

The presence of detached remediators triggers a humorous element in Carlos 
Morton’s Pancho Diablo. In a world of turmoil where Evil himself decides to 
convert into a good entity without any help from those superior forces everyone 
turns to, his disillusion turns independence when he finally proclaims: “Pancho, 
you’re trying too hard. Forget about the world out there; it’s a mystery no one 
can solve. Try to come to grips with yourself. Look for the little dios inside you” 
(Morton 1992, 180).

III. Indirect Dramatic Remediation  
and the Don Juan Myth

The popularity of the Don Juan myth, according to Tapodi (2017), can be 
attributed to the fact that his story reunites love, conquest, and death, some 
eternally interesting topics. The author discusses popular sources regarding 
a man who, among many negative features, disrespects the deceased, the 
institution of marriage and its obvious urge for commitment. Tapodi mentions 
a further occurrence of the Don Juan motif in Spanish Baroque dramatist Tirso 
de Molina’s El burlador de Sevilla y convidado de piedra [The Trickster of 
Seville and His Guest of Stone], written in 1616 and published around 1630. 
This play also introduces the servant as a remediator, emphasizing Don Juan’s 
shortcomings as a villain and a manipulator incapable of love but also rendering 
value to other characters as the common denominator. The wise servant Ripio’s 
words addressed to Duke Octavio carry a lot of wisdom regarding cautious love 
as opposed to mad attraction:

Why, what an idiot would I be / To lose my reason for the dame, / If I loved 
her and she loved me. / Now, did she not return your flame, / Then you 
might well keep such a coil / Adore and flatter her and spoil / And wait 
till she rewards your toil; / But when you mutually adore / And neither in 
your faith miscarry, / What difficulty is there more, / What is preventing 
that you marry? (De Molina 1959, 144)

Carlos Morton’s Johnny Tenorio describes the way the protagonist forms 
superficial and avoidant interpersonal connections, intimate relationships with 
the ladies: “One hour to fall in love with them. Another to make it with them. 
A third to abandon them and sixty seconds to forget them” (Morton 1992, 35). 
Morton was influenced by José Zorilla’s 1844 drama Don Juan Tenorio: Drama 
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religioso-fantástico en dos partes [Don Juan Tenorio: A Religious-Fantasy Drama 
in Two Parts], where the main character and his alter-ego rival Don Luis Mejía 
provoke each other to have as many conquests as possible. The long-anticipated 
meeting between the two masked gentlemen takes place at the Inn of Cristófano 
Buttarelli. This geographic centre of events shelters their competitive nature and 
mutual reflection. Don Luis is confident regarding his abilities: “Because one day, 
it’s true, / I said that in Spain, no one / could do, not another man, / what Luis Mejía 
could do” and receives an immediate reaction from Don Juan: “No one can come 
/ near / what Tenorio will achieve” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.). Considering the names 
Tenorio and Mejía, one can grasp the concept behind their denomination: Tenorio 
suggests the musical abilities of a non-trustworthy individual who only “sings,” 
and talks without any significant factual result, or evidence. Taking adverse 
trajectories from their majestic namesakes, both Don Juan and Don Luis, in the 
given circumstances, become thieves and murderers. Don Louis counts a killing 
and fifty-six conquests, Don Juan fifty-six killings and seventy-two conquests.

The rivalry between the two men is depicted in Morton’s play as well. Johnny 
Tenorio’s enemy, Louie Mejía, is a twenty-year-old “would be lady-killer” 
(Morton 1992, 27), who is also the brother of Ana, the teenager whom Johnny 
Tenorio wants to marry. According to the account of Louie and Johnny’s female 
conquests, the result is obvious: “Seventy-two. Six I married” (Morton 1992, 
35). Louie proves to be a worthy adversary – “Chingao! No puedo compararme 
contigo” [Damn! I cannot compare myself to you]”1 (Morton 1992, 35) – to a self-
centred seductor: “Why try? There’s only one Johnny Tenorio” (Morton 1992, 35).

Looking at the most recent representations of Don Juan, the absurd man, 
who considers the love of life a priority and is a convinced atheist, counts his 
conquests as defeating impermanence. By slowly removing and burying objects 
from Johnny’s sanctuary, Berta purifies his past, frees him from his guilt and 
grants him forgiveness, claiming: “I cleansed you by listening and understanding. 
You see, I am the eater of sin, la que se traga los pecados” [the one they take their 
sins to] (Morton 1992, 50).

Albert Camus mentions “Don Juanism” as a psychological process where the 
archetypal lover exhibits the same degree of passionate affection towards all his 
conquests and needs to repeat the cycle ever so often (Camus 1955, 45). Thus, 
Don Juan cannot be seen as a melancholic individual because he knows his 
limitations and faces them with an oblivious attitude. Carlos Morton’s Johnny 
Tenorio, despite his numerous superficial romantic affairs, needs Mother-Earth 
Berta to anchor him into reality. This charming, charismatic, self-confident man 
becomes an honest-hearted boy when his interaction with his best friend is 
concerned: “Sure, one of my best friends is Berta, the bartender at Big Berta’s Bar 

1	 The English translations of the Spanish passages are my own throughout the article.
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on Guadalupe Street […] She’s someone I can tell my troubles to. She listens to 
me and makes the pain go away” (Morton 1992, 38).

Obliterating temporal and spatial obstacles permits the individual to reclaim 
people, emotions, and unsolved conflicts from his past. The curtain on memory 
lane is lifted as his parents access the stage, a fact which from a dramatic point of 
view triggers remediation by indirect means. Historically, Johnny’s father was an 
immigrant, who considers his son a ray of hope and ambition for a better, more 
tolerant society, encompassing the dreams of a parent for their child. Don Juan, 
wearing a mask, supports his son’s aspirations of wanting to become an astronaut. 
The interaction between the Spanish and the English language is a special 
characteristic of Carlos Morton’s plays because words uttered in one’s mother 
tongue have a more intimate and sincere effect: “Ya, ves, el primer astronauta 
chicano. Por eso tienes que ir a la escuela” [Would you look at that! The first 
Chicano astronaut. This is why you have to go to school for] (Morton 1992, 44).

Eugene Tartakovsky (2013, 231) discusses the idea of cultural identity as 
part of the individual’s self-definition belonging to a certain cultural heritage, 
language or ethnicity, rooted in “shared values and beliefs”. On a behavioural 
level, it means involvement with a certain community through “shared language, 
practicing certain traditions and rituals, supporting particular values and norms, 
participating in gatherings and organizations, and knowledge of one’s ethnic or 
national history” (Tartakovsky 2013, 231). About the migrant’s cultural identity, 
Tartakovsky (2013, 231) mentions Eisenstadt’s “unidimensional bipolar model” 
according to which immigrants, as they arrive in a foreign country, have a single 
identity but with time passing, their self-awareness is somewhat modified and 
their ethnic provenience is placed aside in favour of that of the host country. 
This desocialization-resocialization has a value system contradictory to their 
homeland’s customs, a fact which can lead to assimilation, more rights, better 
treatment, more job opportunities, and culturally mixed families, but also negative 
characteristics such as a gullible attitude towards the host country, discrimination, 
segregation, and exclusion from all cultural-political decisions. The “identity 
confusion” (Tartakovsky 2013, 232) occurs when immigrants try to assimilate 
both their ancestor’s culture and the one provided to them by the new society.

Rodolfo Acuña in his 1972 book entitled Occupied America mentions the 
phenomenon of forced acculturation concerning Mexican-Americans after the 
Second World War. Post-war disappointment drew almost half a million of the 
Mexican male population who served in the armed forces to reconsider their move 
towards the older “barrios” (Acuña 1972, 290), which saw a sudden expansion 
regarding acculturation on a social and individual level. 

According to Nicolás Kanellos (2024), second-generation Chicanos in the 
1960s and 70s, although aware of their bitter-sweet historic past, were not keen 
on remembering the humiliation and the constant identity crisis. Johnny Tenorio 
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refuses to show any consideration for his ancestors. His more than disrespectful 
send-off to his father: – “Then … go to hell!” (Morton 1992, 44) – turns into 
indifference. His father’s ghost is summoned on stage as a last warning before 
Johnny’s decline: “Adios, pues. Mas no te olvides de que hay un Dios justiciero” 
[Well, farewell. But don’t forget, there is a God of justice] (Morton 1992, 42). The 
final parting from his father’s ghost leaves Johnny oblivious: “What the hell do I 
care what you think” (Morton 1992, 42).

When he is faced with his mother, Johnny is preparing to face the confrontation 
with laughter, a coping method that is, according to Camus, significant to the 
modern absurd individual to fight off annihilation. Laughter, for a non-believer, is 
a means of prayer for the forgiveness of his sins: “his laugh bursts forth and makes 
one forgive everything” (Camus 1955, 46). This positive emotional outburst in 
adults triggers spiritual purification. Similar to a child, the protagonist in question 
produces a spontaneous reaction of self-awareness absolving the individual from 
accountability. In plays, according to Camus, punishment is cancelled, redeemed, 
and eliminated since it is not considered a successful means to modify initial 
behavioural patterns.

Don Diego, the indirect remediator in José Zorilla’s Don Juan Tenorio, to 
monitor his son’s life progress, returns incognito: “I, wanting to catch a sight / of 
the sort of man you were/come past at evening light / and … I am ashamed to be 
here” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.). When faced with resistance on his son’s part, Don Diego 
leaves him with these words: “Farewell, but don’t forget / that there is a God of 
Justice” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.). The same rebellion as in Johnny Tenorio’s reply is 
present in Don Juan’s words addressed to his father: “I’ve never asked for a day / 
of pardon, in my place. / So don’t worry about me / from this time on, since how 
/ he’s always lived till now’s / how Don Juan will ever be” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.).

Despite adopting an atheist life philosophy, Don Juan knows that generally 
from conception and birth, man is headed towards death. The time spent during 
this period is a state of hedonism for this archetypal hero. He aims to turn 
the pain of passing into the enjoyment of living earthly life to the fullest and 
experiencing ultimate happiness while being aware of one’s mortality. The ability 
to self-deprecation and ridicule makes the Don-Juan archetype unforgettable and 
morally indestructible.

IV. Remediated Encounters in Selected Plays by Jose 
Zorilla and Carlos Morton

José Zorilla’s Don Juan Tenorio: Drama religioso-fantástico en dos partes [Don Juan 
Tenorio: A Religious-Fantasy Drama in Two Parts], published in 1844, has been 
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influenced, besides the obvious Don Juan myth, by Tirso De Molina’s El burlador 
de Sevilla y convidado de piedra [The Trickster of Seville and the Guest of Stone], 
as previously stated. After numerous superficial conquests, Don Juan makes a pact 
to seduce his fellow caballero’s, gentleman’s fiancée, Doña Ana, and the novice 
Doña Ines in a period of six days and to kill more men than the other. Don Juan’s 
achievements indeed overshadow that of Don Luis’s, but the consequences of his 
deeds are haunting. The inn of subjective-involved-active (re)mediator Cristofano 
Butarelli is the centre of Don Juan’s reflections. Loyal to his name, Cristofano of 
God-loving individual, Cristofano induces Don Juan’s process of self-discovery, 
resulting in his redemption and reunion with his true love.

Carlos Morton’s Johnny Tenorio (1983) and Pancho Diablo (1987) are humorous, 
bicultural records of two controversial archetypes: the eternal scoundrel, Don 
Juan, and the personification of Evil, who as a comic, unexpected twist decides 
to embrace the opposite existential trajectory.

 In Carlos Morton’s play Johnny Tenorio, the protagonists all gravitate around 
Berta’s Bar, the axis mundi of the play. Big Berta, as her name says, is a collected 
Earth Mother, while Johnny Tenorio, constantly changing, is considered to be 
an air-like character. She functions as the anchor, the provider of wholeness; 
all events and characters revolve around her. From a dramatic point of view, 
Berta is the subjective-involved-active (re)mediating entity, placing characters 
in a void of past events, constantly striving to help protagonists reach the centre 
again. In writing the play, the author was closely influenced by Zorilla’s above-
mentioned drama using characters, events, and almost identical lines adopting a 
more sarcastic, up-to-date modality of presentation.

Lee Daniel (1989, 80) considers Berta to be a “mother-figure, who, like a 
magician, creates various scenes on stage in the form of flashbacks to provide 
the viewer/spectator with information on Johnny.” She is the “cosmic bartender 
and mother-confessor” (Daniel 1989, 80). She recreates the past to recompose 
vanished existences. Her role is to “awaken the dead, and make whole what has 
been smashed” (Timofeeva 2016, 168). Just before the curtain falls, she reflects 
on Johnny’s life, acknowledging both his negative and positive characteristics: 
“Here is Johnny Tenorio, el Don Juan, a thorn in the soul of La Raza since time 
immemorial. Ha tracionado a mujeres, assasinado a hombres y causado gran 
dolor. Por eso decimos … que muera! […]. [He has cheated on women, killed 
men and caused great distress. This is why we say … let him die!] He is our lover, 
father, and son. Por eso decimos – i que viva!” [This is why we say – let him live] 
(Morton 1992, 52).

The specific time of this reunion is the Day of the Death, and the place is Big 
Berta’s Bar “on the West Side of San Antonio, Texas” (Morton 1992, 28). Big Berta 
is the angel who “would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has 
been smashed” (Timofeeva 2016, 168). The bar with the altar is the sacred place 
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where every year puppet-master Berta grants the memory-machine permission 
to return its most beloved guest Johnny Tenorio. There is a strong bond between 
Bertha and Johnny, who after each conquest tells his confession to his confidant. 
Berta represents stability in Johnny’s volatile existence; she is his conscience, his 
spiritual double. At a certain point in the plot, Johnny proposes to Berta: “Hey, 
Berta, why don’t you marry me, huh?” (Morton 1992, 31) or “Berta, you are my 
main squeeze. I’d die for you, you know that” (Morton 1992, 32). Besides the 
fact that she is a perfect listener, Berta is also a catalyser of events, having the 
power to reveal souls and manipulate nature. She is the only one who can unite 
past and present for one night. The interdependence between Johnny and Berta 
is described by the protagonist himself: “She’s someone I can tell my troubles to. 
She listens to me and can make the pain go away” (Morton 1992, 38).

The humorous elements of the play are not missing either: Berta has an altar 
in Johnny’s memory, where she places all the objects that once defined his life: 
we know he liked to drink and gamble and had a passion for women, hence 
obtaining “the centerfold of Playboy Magazine” as well as a list of his “conquistas” 
[conquests] (Morton 1992, 29): “In Texas, six hundred and forty. / Arizona, two 
hundred and thirty. / California, one hundred, and look, / New York, already one 
thousand!” (Morton 1992, 29).

 Zorilla’s Don Juan Tenorio presents a subjective-involved-active (re)mediator 
in the person of Buttarelli, the owner of the Inn of Cristófano Buttarelli. He starts 
the memory machine by initiating the re-enactment of Don Juan’s story. Buttarelli 
reopens the symbolic Pandora’s box and summons all the protagonists to revolve 
around one major character. He is the messianic arbitrator who sacrifices 
his identity by paying homage to the greatest masked seducer in history. To 
demonstrate this process of active-participative remediation, Zorilla uses the 
ancient, most reliable technique of storytelling, balancing historical facts with 
satire. In the light of Don Juan’s accounts concerning his romantic conquests, 
several places in the world are introduced with a playful, humorous undertone. 
Italy is called “the palace of pleasure” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.), whereas Rome is 
referred to as “Love’s net” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.), and Naples is described as “a rich 
love garden / an empire of pleasure” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.). Don Juan’s infinite self-
confidence takes abnormal measures: he urges that the gates of Rome should read, 
“Here’s Don Juan Tenorio, / for whoever wants to have a go” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.). 
He considers Roman women to be “capricious / their customs: licentious, / I: a 
gallant rake / who on earth could make / the count of my amorous / adventures?” 
(Zorilla 2001, n. p.). Short after these encounters, Don Juan shares his second 
proclamation concerning his abilities in this surreal, absurd portfolio of his:

Here’s Don Juan Tenorio / who has no competition. / From princess / who 
will not bend / to a fishergirl in a lowly boat, / there’s no female who does / 
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not attend, / no enterprise he will not / float, / whether it smacks of gold or 
/ valour. / Let the quarrelsome ones, / and the gamblers come: / whoever is 
proud, let him see / if he can take advantage of / me, / in gaming, in loving, 
or / fighting. (Zorilla 2001, n. p.).

Despite his symbolic name, Don Luis Mejía joined forces with the Devil by 
becoming a thief: “We did well by the devil, / and such road we went” (Zorilla 
2001, n. p.). His spiritual decline is definite as he remorselessly accounts for 
robbing the Bishop’s chambers on Easter Day, which happens to be the most 
significant Christian holiday: “I shiver with / joy, can’t stop, / when I remember 
his / treasure” (Zorilla 2011, n. p.). Don Luis has a notorious behaviour, the results 
of which he proudly displays around France: “Here is Don Luis / who’s worth 
at least two / of you. / He’ll stay here a few months, / then, / and his only yen, 
/ really his only game, is / to adore the French ladies, / and fight all the French 
men” (Zorilla 2001, n. p.).

The protagonist in Carlos Morton’s 1987 play entitled Pancho Diablo pursues 
the concept of intentional redemption despite a millennial negative reputation. 
Thus, Pancho Diablo can be considered the modern, converted version of Don 
Luis Mejía.

The centre of this artistic universe is La Gran Cantina del Infierno, owned by 
Mr Pancho Diablo with the following characteristics: “has a tail, horns, hooved 
feet; fire and smoke comes out of his mouth and ears. In short, he is the very 
personification of the beast” (Morton 1992, 157). Pancho Diablo is a satyr-like 
character who recalls and regrets all his wrongdoings and has reached the point 
of radically changing his life by renouncing his millennial title of being the Devil. 
The semi-objective, less participative remediating entity Saint Peter is sarcastic 
and unholy. Pancho’s major sins make it impossible for him to reach a solution, 
and the arbitrator does not intervene in his case, a fact which leads to Pancho 
Diablo’s sceptic revolt: “What did I do? I am the wronged party. Who used me to 
achieve his goals? Who’s the fall guy here? I ought to sue Him!” (Morton 1992, 
159). Pancho’s decision is somewhat a backwards-rebellion as he unscrews his 
horns and tail and throws them at Saint Peter, who remains collected, adding: 
“You can’t quit. It’s your destiny” (Morton 1992, 159). Pancho Diablo is not 
able to change his past to an ideal extent because of the constant battle with his 
conscience: “You see, you really haven’t left, you just brought hell with you” 
(Morton 1992, 166).

His encounter with the enigmatic subjective-involved-participative 
remediator Jesús Domingo is significant in Pancho’s change of perspective. 
Jesús, the archetype of the foreigner was shot by the Houston Police because of 
his provenience, skin colour, and language: “In Houston the cops shoot first and 
ask questions later – especially if you’re Mexicano” (Morton 1992, 167). Pancho 
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Diablo, touched by his interlocutor’s story, alludes to the local authorities El 
Cielito Lindo or the Beautiful Little Sky on Jesús’s behalf, who decides to opt 
out of crossing the Rio Styx, which in Greek mythology is the River of Death 
carrying the souls to the Underworld. The sign on the ship – “Abandon All 
Esperanza of Entering Aquí” [Abandon All Hope of Entering Here] (Morton 
1992, 167) – is directly referencing the Inferno scene in Dante’s Divine Comedy.

Going through life-changing encounters and different experiences, and 
being radically “humanized” as a consequence, Pancho Diablo, the sanguine, 
boisterous demon understands that fairness on earth always “comes with a 
baggage” (Morton 1992, 187), which is the condition of existence, proven by the 
fact that he now wants to do good. His final disillusion consists of the absence 
of The Creator, who never has time for his creation: “Sorry, I really must go now. 
There are so many things to do, new planets to create, old worlds to check up 
on” (Morton 1992, 191). In a world where morals are turned upside down, Jesus 
is a Mexican man shot by the Police, and God can rarely be contacted; Pancho’s 
only point of reference is his conscience, which returns whenever he faces an 
existential crisis: “Pancho, you’re trying too hard. Forget about the world out 
there; it’s a mystery no one can solve. Try to come to grips with yourself. Look for 
the little dios inside you” (Morton 1992, 180). After having cried out to heaven 
and being treated fiercely, Pancho Diablo is finally granted forgiveness, which he 
celebrates by dancing and singing, diminishing the borders between good and 
bad, renouncing the title of an illegal alien. This way, Pancho Diablo solves his 
predecessor’s dilemma in the sense that despite not coming to terms with his 
past, he embraces the unchangeable, looking ahead towards the imperfect future: 
“Now just a minute / I may have been bad / but that had to stop / I am reformed / 
no longer deformed / So give me a chance / to try to reform” (Morton 1992, 190). 
The phrase “I am reformed” versus asking for an opportunity to “try to reform” 
(Morton 1992, 190) means that the possibility for change has been granted, but 
the outcome is doubtful.

V. Conclusions

Re-examining the past and rebuilding personal relationships is a deep process 
of self-discovery and self-acceptance which needs arbitration and guidance. 
Interpersonal relationships can be mended through certain designated remediating 
entities with an independent, self-contained entity who, according to their level 
of involvement, modify the outcome.

To present the transformation of these social rejects, outsiders, and individuals 
at the border of their existence, postmodern Chicano playwright Carlos Morton in 
his selected plays: Johnny Tenorio (1983) and Pancho Diablo (1987) deliberately 
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chooses empathic, tolerant, philanthropic remediating subjective, semi-objective 
as well as indirect remediating presences from Mexican-American folklore who 
as healers administer the pharmakón with “curative powers” (Derrida 1981) 
to the protagonists initiating the painful process of healing according to the 
fictitious, dramatically internalized subjective Bergsonian time frame designated 
for this purpose.
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