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Foreword

The essays collected in this volume are informed neither by a decisive oriented- 
ness of their literary bias (or a specific methodology) nor by a common literary 
material with which they work. What groups these analyses is, rather, a belief 
that literary studies are redefining their status by becoming a meditation upon 
how figures of language, although invitably turning into figures of thought, in 
the long run remain figures of language. In other words, a methodological convic
tion that literary studies do invite and engender ethical, ontological, epistemolo- 
gical and sociological reflection is modified by a theoretical reinforcement accor
ding to which language w ill inevitably claim back its power and demonstrate 
a rhetorical nature of the philosophical choices.

Language which, in revealing thoughts, does not forget or disclaim its tro- 
pological character, language which in practical use does not lose a grip on its 
ontological condition is referred to as “discourse.” In short: language which 
simultaneously creates and questions the linguistic foundations of existence.

The concept of the “character” is involved in a similar doubleness. On the 
one hand, it locates the papers in the area of the textual scholarship but, as the 
reader w ill quickly notice, the distinction between “reality” and “literature” is 
blurred in the very concept which was to anchor the studies in the domain of 
literary research. The character in a text reveals the rhetorical nature if its 
claim to reality; if the character is the agent, the one who acts and/or is acted 
upon in the text, and thus spins off from him self/herself a world where relation
ships and communications are “real,” at the same time, the very character shows 
both himself and the reader to be a set of strategies and choices established by 
the turns of language.

What this collection of essays, through its title, seems to indicate is that man 
(be it in a text or in “reality”) reveals himself—through discourse—as a “character,” 
with a full appreciation of the ambiguity of the latter term. Through a medita
tion upon language as a condition of Being (“discourse”) man presents himself 
as an entity of ethical choices and qualities (“character”) without being forgetful 
about his semiotic sign status (“ character”).

Thus, with due respect to other scholarly presences illuminating these papers 
the essayis seem to be answers, individual and diverse as they are, to at least 
three major challenges to a humanist reflection:



— Nietzschean'Derridean which brilliantly demonstrates that “reality” is a conglo
merate of figurative turnings, and truth is a “movable host of metaphors”:

Tropes are not something that can be added or substracted from language 
at will; they are its truest nature. There is no such thing as a proper mea
ning that can be communicated only in certain particular cases.

(F . N ie tz s c h e , G e s a m m e lte  W e r k e ,  v o l .  5 (M u n ic h , 1922). p . 300: E n g l is h  t r a n s la t io n  b y  
P a u l  d e  M an )

— Heideggerian, in its stress upon communication the authenticity of which is 
guaranteed by the degree to which language remains the realm of my under
standing YOU this dimension of language we call “discourse,” even if YOU 
stay silent.

The existential-ontological foundation of language is discourse or talk... 
Discourse is existentially equiprimordial with state-of-mind or understand
ing... It underlies both interpretation and assertion.

(M . H e id e g g e r .  S e in  u n d  Z e i t  (T tib in g e n : M ax  N ie m a y e r  V e r la g . 1957), p . 1«1; E n g lish  
t r a n s la t io n  b y  J .  M a c q u a r r ie  a n d  E . R o b in so n )

— Peircean, which inscribes man in the semiotic realm of signs. Jacques Derrida 
seems to grasp well the general impact of Peirce’s thought in his rendition 
of the Husserl—Peirce controversy that forms a strong undercurrent of the 20th 
century philosophy:

Peirce considers the indefiniteness of reference as a criterion that allows 
us to recognize that we are indeed dealing with a system of signs. What 
broaches the movement of signification is what makes its interruption im
possible. The thing itself is a sign. An unacceptable proposition for Husserl, 
whose phenomenology remains... the most radical and mogt critical restora
tion of the metaphysics of presence.. According to the “phaneoroscopy” or 
“phenomenology” of Peirce manifestation itself does not reveal a presence, 
it makes a sign... The so-called “thing itself” is always already a represen- 
tamen shielded from the simplicity of intuitive evidence.
(J .  D e r r id a ,  D e la  a r a m m a to lo g ie  (P a r is ,  1967), p. 72: E n g l is h  t r a n s l a t i o n  b y  G . S p lv a k .)

We gratefully acknowledge the assistance of Dr. Marta W iszniowska, Associate 
Professor in preparing this work.

Wojciech Kalaga 
Tadeusz Sławek



The Fairy Tale Hero and Martin Heidegger’s 
Ideal of Man: An Interpretation of M. Luthi’s 

Das europaische Volksmarchen

ANDRZEJ WICHER

The present article aims at an interpretation of M. Liithi’s already clas
sical work, Das europdische Volksmarchen,1 which in itself is an inter
pretation of a genre of folk literature known in German as “Marchen” 
and in English as “fairy tale,” “wondertale,” or “tale of magic.” True 
to the nature of an interpretation, I am not going to criticize Luthi’s 
book, but rather have a look at it from a specific, in this case pheno
menological and Heideggerian point of view, so as to “translate” it into 
a different set of notions. Usually we talk about an interpretation in 
a literary or artistic context and of course a scholarly dissertation, such 
as Luthi’s work, is placed beyond the pale of what is commonly regar
ded as artistic or literary. The overt aim of the book in question is to 
provide the reader with some verifiable statements about objective 
reality. And yet it is exactly the explanatory aspect of Luthi’s book 
that I am going to put into brackets as irrelevant for the purpose of the 
present study. My claim is that Das europdische Volksmarchen is first 
of all a sort of anthropological vision and that it is to be valued as such 
even if the thing called “Marchen” or “wonderstale” had never been in 
existence, or indeed if all Luthi’s remarks about “Marchen" and related 
genres had been utterly false. What follows is naturally that also the 
present article resists criticism aimed at what it says about wondertales 
or legends because it is concerned with them only inasmuch as they 
make part of Luthi’s anthropological vision. All this is not of course 
meant to question the empirical value of Luthi’s work, but only to direct 
the reader’s attention to its less obvious aspects.

1 M. Liithi, Das europaische Volksmarchen. Form und Wesen (Tubingen, 1985) 
[The work was published for the first time in 1947],



That Das europaische Volksmarchen  is “nothing less than a compre
hensive phenomenology of the fairy tale”2 was noticed already some 
time ago, though the book itself is not strictly philosophical. The ques
tion, however, remains, and is still unanswered, to what extent and in 
what sense this work is phenomenological. It should be first noticed 
that Luthi carries out a sort of phenomenological reduction in order 
to give an overall picture of the fairy tale as a homogenous genre evin
cing uniform stylistic characteristics. One element of this reduction is 
that Liithi disregards all geographically or historically conditioned va
rieties within the fairy tale, with the exception of the concept of the 
continent of Europe as the proper home of the genre.3 We can justly 
recall here Husserl’s ideal of the transcendental and phenomenological 
cognition the optimal conditions of which involve: “... the givenness of 
an object or of some aspect of an object d i r e c t l y ,  i.e. ‘clearly and 
distinctly,’ without the ‘beclouding’ that ‘stands in the w ay’ whenever 
conditions are such as to give rise to subjective appearances.”4 Liithi 
is naturally aware that the fairy tale, like other genres, never appears 
in the reality in its pure form, however, it is only with that ideal form 
that he is concerned, and what interests him is exactly “what makes 
the fairy tale to be the fairy tale” (“was das Marchen zum Marchen 
macht”).5

Another aspect of Luthi’s reductive approach is that he is not inte
rested in fairy tale motifs and plots as the components of the genre’s 
subject matter, or things it treats of. Such an attitude may indeed be 
interpreted as an orthodox application of Husserl’s principle of the cog
nition of objects “in themselves” and “through themselves,” and of the 
phenomenological method regarded as an instrument “to show h o w  
worldly objects and the world in general are constituted in conscious
ness.”6 And it is exactly the question of h o w  the fairy tale becomes 
the fairy tale, and not the question of w h a t it is about, or even w h a t  
it is composed of, that stands in the centre of our author’s attention. 
In this respect Luthi’s approach differs considerably from that of

1 This is the opinion of Paul Zinsli printed on the back cover of the above
mentioned edition of Das europaische Volksmarchen. The translation from Ger
man is mine as w ell as the translations of all other quotations from Luthi’s works.

* Cf. M. Luthi, Das europaische..., p. 7. A more thorough discussion of cer
tain essential differences between the European and non-European fairy tale can 
be found in Max Liithi, Es w ar einmal... Vom Wesen des Volksmarchen  (Gottin
gen, 1983), pp. 66—89.

* W. R. McKenna, Husserl’s Introductions to Phenomenology. Interpretation  
and Critique (The Hague, 1982), p. 45.

5 M. Liithi, Das europaische.., p. 7.
* W. R. McKenna, Husserl’s..., p. 164.



V. Propp, another great classic of folklore studies, though this difference 
can easily be exaggerated.7

It is, however, at this point that we encounter the first serious diffi
culty over our attempt to treat Liithi as an orthodox phenomenologist. 
The Swiss scholar does not interpret the fairy tale as a pure form be
cause this is the way literary genres should normally be interpreted, 
but because, according to him, the fairy tale lends itself particularly well 
to such an interpretation. Talking about local legends and family sagas, 
or rather about his concept of those genres, Liithi says:

The form of the saga or the legend is closely connected with the subject of 
narration... The subject determines the atmosphere of the narration, and they 
both, the subject and the atmosphere, determine the form of the story... It is 
not so with the fairy tale. Its form does not grow out if its material, it is the 
product of itself, it lives on its own (Seine Form erwachst nicht aus dem 
Stoff, sie lebt aus sich selber).8

Liithi’s claim is then that the fairy tale should be given an exceptio
nal status among literary genres, the status of a universal vessel that 
can hold and transform in a uniform, artistic fashion any contents that 
we may choose to put into it. Liithi supports this claim with the sta
tement by the German poet, Novalis, who said that:

Everything that is poetical must have the nature of the fairy tale... everything 
is a fairy tal« (Alles Poetische muss marchenhaft 9ein... Alles ist ein Marchen).9

Such a position seems to run counter to the rules of the phenomenolo
gical analysis, which does not allow for the objects being of themselves 
more or less phenomenal, or more or less amenable to the phenomeno
logical reduction.

At this point we find that Liithi’s approach, irreconcilable as it is 
with the orthodox Husserlian phenomenology, is much less difficult to 
account for from the point of view of the existentialist phenomenology 
propounded by Martin Heidegger. In the latter thinker’s opinion the 
world is not a sphere of universal cognition carried out according to 
uniform rules by a supreme, transcendental subject, it is rather a sphe
re of a complex interaction between man and Being, or the environment 
into which he is plunged. T. Eagleton while comparing the philosophies 
of Husserl and Heidegger states the following:

7 Cf. the discussion of Vladimir Propp’s achievement in Max Liithi’s, Das eu- 
ropaische..., pp. 115—21, with the final statement: “Propps Strukturanalyse und 
meine Stilanalyse erganzen einander.”

8 M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 6.
* Ibid., p. 6.



Husserl’s  enthroning of the transcendental ego is merely the latest phase of 
a rationalist Enlightenment philosophy for which “man” imperiously stamps his 
own image on the world. Heidegger, by contrast, w ill partly decentre the human 
subject from the imaginary position of dominance. Human existence is a dia
logue with the world, and the more reverent activity is to listen rather than 
to speak.10

It follows from Heidegger’s assumption that there must be places, mo
ments, objects, or circumstances in which or through which man’s com
munication or dialogue with Being can be particularly well effected. 
One of such objects specially favoured by Heidegger is language. Ac
cording to him:

Language always pre-exists the individual subject, as the very realm in 
which he or she unfolds; and it contains “truth” less in the sense that is the 
place where reality “un-conceals” itself, gives itself up to our contempla
tion.11

Would it not be possible that for Liithi the fairy tale, as a special use 
of language, also constitutes such a favoured place of a mystic “un-con- 
cealment” of Being?

Our supposition is confirmed first of all by the way Liithi interprets 
the treatment of the supernatural in the fairy tale. He makes it quite 
clear that supernatural, otherworldly figures, objects, and happenings 
are essential for a fairy tale to be true to its nature. This statement 
apparently contradicts what has been said about the independence of 
the fairy tale from particular motifs. But according to Liithi the fairy 
tale picks up, as it were, the most glaring, unusual, and eye-catching 
of all possible motifs, that of the supernatural, only in order to show 
how easily it can transcend it and go beyond it, or to show, in Luthi’s 
own terms, its power of s u b l i m a t i n g  even such motifs which in 
other genres command the whole of the reader’s or listener’s attention. 
At this stage Luthi introduces the central, in my opinion, concept of 
the mystery of the fairy tale. Characteristically enough, Luthi describes 
the mysteriousness of the fairy tale in paradoxical terms:

The miracle is the core of the legend... In the saga the “otherworldly” is the 
favourite subject ... And yet the legends and sagas do not appear even half so

10 T. Eagleton, Literary Theory. An Introduction (Oxford, 1983), p. 62. It fol
lows from Luthi’s adherence to the Heideggerian rather than Husserlian line of 
thinking that all critical approaches based primarily or solely on Husserl’s ins
piration, such as Roman Ingarden’s phenomenology of the literary work, are of 
a minor importance for the understanding of Luthi’s interpretative method.

11 Ibid., p. 62. See also T. A. Fay, Heidegger; The Critique of Logic (The Ha
gue, 1977), especially pp. 87—102.



mysterious as the fairy tale. In both genres (i.e. in legends and sagas) the inten
tion to impress us with the supernatural and the otherworldly is clearly recog
nizable that these motifs, as images, lose their charm. The fairy tale, however, 
remains enigmatic for us because it m ixes up, almost unintentionally, the 
miraculous with the natural, the near at hand with the distant, the readily 
understandable with the obscure, just as if it all were perfectly ordinary.12

Thus, in Luthi’s interpretation, the mystery of the fairy tale is based 
on a very Heideggerian concept of a simultaneous revelation and con
cealment, appearing and disappearing, affirmation and negation.

Especially relevant here seems to be Heidegger’s fundamental dis
tinction between “aletheia” and “idea.” The former is the truth concei
ved of as “un-concealment,” or “revelation-ooncealment,” the dyna
mic, dialectical, and paradoxical truth that appears to man and with
draws in the very act of appearing, leading thus to Being (das Sein) 
itself.13 With “aletheia,” the mysterious truth of Being, the sage of the 
Black Forest contrasts “idea,” the static truth, strictly defined by time 
and place, not the truth of becoming, but the truth of things that are 
“already there” to be passively watched or mechanically used:14

Truth (as ‘'idea”) is no longer experienced as Being’s self-revelation but is 
reduced to what is expressed in the assertions which in its turn becomes a tool 
for the elaboration of science, which w ill henceforth direct itself to the exploi
tation of nature, now no longer seen as the overpowering emerging-into-pre- 
sence, but rather as a field to be subdued and controlled.15

The proposition to regard the fairy tale, as interpreted by Liithi, 
as the realm of Heidegger’s “aletheia,” and some other folktale genres 
as belonging to the sphere of “idea” requires some qualifications. Liithi 
does not describe sagas and legends as genres in which “man’s exploi
tation of nature” would be showed or advocated. On the contrary, he 
finds that in legends and sagas it is normally the denizens of the other- 
world or representatives of the deity that control, overpower, bring to 
heel, or make use of the mortals.16 From a Heideggerian point of view,

12 M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 6.
18 Cf. T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 14: “Being withdraws itself, as it reveals 

itself in a being” (“Das Sein entzieht sich, in dem es sich in das Seiende ent- 
birgt”). This quotation comes originally from Martin Heidegger, Holzwege (Frank
furt am Main, 1957), p. 311. Talking about “das Sein” as “Being” and “das Sei
ende” as “ being” I follow the practice of T. A. Fay.

14 Cf. T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 21, and M. Heidegger, An Introduction to 
M etaphysics, transl. R. Manheim (New Haven and London, 1959), pp. 180—5.

** T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 21.
18 Cf. M. Liithi, Das europaische..., pp. 8—12, and also Max Liithi, Es war ein- 

mal..., p. 104.



however, the situations of man as an exploiter, and of man as an object 
of exploitation are simply both sides of the same coin:

Thought, “noein," sundered from its vital union with Being becomes “o r g a 
nized,” until the final culmination is reached in our own days with “thinking” 
machines. Language, originally identified with “logos,” deteriorates to a mere 
communications means. And as the final piece of irony, man himself becomes 
an instrument in a massive, highly o r g a nized society, that has produced an 
ambiency which is so inhuman that he must somehow be saved, it is to be 
hoped, by a new doctrine of humanism, adventitiously applied.17

Also Liithi himself has noticed a peculiar kinship between his concept of 
the traditional family saga and the spirit of the modern, science and 
power oriented world:

The m odem  man tries hard to become the master of the world and the master 
of himself. He is not satisfied with the role of a receiver of transcendental 
powers, he would like to know them. He does not long so much to be blessed, 
he would rather determine himself, and be able to choose consciously and to 
understand his aims and ways. This is why the saga, although it is a more 
primitive form than the fairy tale, suits the modern man better than the fairy 
tale.18

The family saga is thus in Luthi’s view a sphere of man’s alienation 
which manifests itself in his fascination with what our author calls 
“the alien dimension”19 and ultimately his submission to it:

The contact with it (the supernatural world) awakes in people a peculiar 
shudder, it attracts them and puts them off, it arouses their fear and longing. 
However alien it may be to them, they feel a relationship to it, the relationship 
of a compelling necessity. It is essentially the alien dimension, and its demands 
are more important and more inexorable than those of the profane world.“

The fairy tale, on the other hand, is presented in Luthi’s book as 
a province in which the above described essentially dualistic way of 
thinking is successfully overcome. What is particularly overcome is the 
dichotomy of the sacred and the profane, the natural and the superna
tural, and first of all of the subject and object. Luthi’s reflection in this 
respect strictly toes Heidegger’s line:

What is central to Heidegger’s thought ... is not the individual subject but 
Being itself. The mistake of the Western metaphysical tradition has been to see

17 T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 21.
18 M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 96.
19 Cf. ibid., p. 8: “S i e  ist wesentlich, die fremde Dimension, und ihr Anspruch 

ist wichtiger und unerbittlieher ais jeder profan#.”
20 Ibid., p. 8.



Being as some kind of objective entity, and to separate it sharply from the 
subject; Heidegger seeks rather to return to pre-Socratic thought, before the 
dualism between subject and object opened up, and to regard Being as some
how encompassing both.21

However, in order to analyze the process of overcoming the dualistic 
thinking as it takes place in the fairy tale, Liithi devises an original 
concept of “Allverbundenheit” or “all-connectedness” and “isolation.” 

“Allverbundenheit” could be translated as the readiness and the ca
pacity to establish relations with everything and everybody around. 
This is how Liithi describes the working of this principle:

The figures of the fairy tale ... associate with the creatures of the Otherworld 
as if they were their equals. Calm and unflinching they receive their gifts, 
or put them aside, they let them be helpful towards them, or they fight 
against them. Then they go on their way. What they lack is the experience 
of the distance between them and any other creature.2*

In the world of “Allverbundenheit” the characters are not only ready 
to make new connections but also they very easily forget about the 
old ones:

The elements of the fairy tale are perfectly isolated; they easily break loose 
from any established bonds, and freely to create new ones,2*

This capacity of forgetting extends both to objects, such as magical 
gifts, and to other characters, including the closest friends or relations.24 
Thus the appearance of a new relationship in the fairy tale is inextrica
bly bound with the temporary or permanent concealment of an old one, 
the openness towards the world is preconditioned by the acceptance of 
the world as revelation-concealment, or, in Luthi’s terms, as ‘‘A llver
bundenheit” and “Isolation”:

“Isolation” and potential “Allverbundenheit"  are correlated. It is not in spite 
of their isolation that the characters of the fairy tale are open to contacts with  
anything and anybody, it is owing to their isolation that they behave in this 
way. Were they involved in lasting bonds, as the characters and objects in 
sagas, they would not be able to enter into new connections, required by the 
situations in which they find themselves.25

The world in which “Allverbundenheit” and “Isolation” reign supreme 
is naturally a world of infinite and kaleidoscopic changeability, a truly 
magical world.

**T. Eagleton, Literary..., p. 63.
sz M. Liithi, Das europiiische..., p. 9.
m Ibid., p. 53.
24 Cf. ibid., p. 53.
*s Ibid., p. 52.



In spite of the obvious similarities it is impossible, however, to put 
an equation mark between the Liithian concept of “Allverbundenheit” 
and “Isolation,” on the hand, and the Heideggerian concept of the expe
rience of Being as “revelation/concealment,” on the other. For Heidegger 
the ideal experience of Being is first of all an intellectual process of 
thinking (noein):

Noein  as “vernehm en” ... is an “In-die-acht-nehm en,” a taking to mind 
and heart, a watchful guardianship which stands at antipodes to a grasping, 
calculative approach to Being. “Die Acht ist die Wacht,” the taking to heart 
of Being is seen as careful guarding and tending, such as the care-ful solici
tude which the shepherd has for his flock. Man is ... the sherpherd of Being. 
But the guardianship itself needs a guarding, and this is accomplished in the 
noetn.M

Now the fairy tale hero, called by Liithi “the central carrier of the 
‘Isolation’ and ‘Allverbundenheit’ in the fairy tale,”27 can hardly be iden
tified with Heidegger’s “care-ful shepherd of Being.” The hero, to be
gin with, is hardly interested in the nature of the beings and objects 
that he comes across on his way:

They are important to him as helpers or obstacles, but they are not interesting 
to him a s  phenomena.88

Could it be the case then that the fairy tale hero’s superficial and un- 
-intellectual mode of being is closer, after all, to the antithesis of Hei
degger’s “noein,” that is to the rational attitude denoted by Heidegger 
as “logos” or “ratio,” and described as “an active, aggresive assault upon 
Being”29 in which “the world appears as an object toward which cal
culative thought directs its attack, which nothing can any longer w ith
stand?”30

Before I try to answer this question let me introduce still another 
of Heidegger’s disctinctions, namely that between “das Vorhandene” 
(being-present-at-hand) and “das Zuhandene" (being-ready-to-hand).31 
The world can be grasped as meaningful, according to our phi
losopher, only if the people and objects are treated as “Zuhandenes” 
(ready-to-hand):

26 T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., pp. 65—66.
*7 M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 60.
28 Ibid., p. 9.
*9 T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 65.
10 Loc. cit.
51 In translating the terms “das Vorhandene" and “das Zuhandene” I follow  

T. A. Fay.



The thing is not merely something which is looked at or observed, something 
available (“Vorhandenes"). It is related to man through being involved in his 
plans and projects. The well-known example which Heidegger employs to 
illustrate this is the hammer. The hammer which Dasein uses circumspectively 
is not merely present-at-hand (“Vorhandenes"). It is a tool which is directed 
to a certain piece of work, the making of shoes, desks, or whatever. It has a 
purpose and because it is suited to help Dasein achieve the purpose for which 
he employs it, it refers to something, e.g. a shoe or desk. It stands within  
a definite context of meaningful relations, e.g. hammer to nail, nail to shoe, 
and shoe is related to Dasein as its ultimate “for-the-sake-of-which” (“Wo- 
rum -willen”). In this scheme of things beings-ready-to-hand (“Zuhandene") 
stand within a total relational complexus in which they are related to each 
other and ultimately to Dasein ais their final “for-the-sake-of-which” (“Wo- 
rum-imllen"). The whole matrix of relations, destinations, and meanings, the 
world as the environmental world (XJmwelt) of our everyday life, is referred 
to Dasein as its ultimate “for-the-sake-of-which” (“W orum -willen”). This 
relational totality is projected by Dasein through his purposes, goals, and en
terprises.**

I have inserted this lengthy quotation first of all in order to show the 
close relationship between the two pairs of concepts, i.e. “Vorhandenes/ 
/Zuhandenes” and “ideal/aletheia”. The ideal of “Zuhandenes" clearly 
stems from the concept of man as deeply involved in Being and thus 
forming a uniform network of purposes, as opposed to the concept of 
man as a distant onlooker and user of things that are “already—there” 
(“present-at-hand”) to be analyzed (as “idea”) and appropriated. A si
milarly close connection exists of course between the apposition “Vor- 
handenes/Zuhandenes” and the opposition “logos/noein,” since only the 
objects perceived as “Zuhandene” can be “care-fully” “taken to heart” 
and realized in the whole complexity of their meaning (“noein”) which 
is at the same time the complexity of their involvement with our plans 
and projects, in short, with our “Da-sein."

Coming back now to Das europdische Volksmarchen we notice that 
Liithi presents the attitude of the fairy tale hero towards the outside 
world as essentially utilitarian. And yet his utilitarianism is of a very 
special kind:

He (the fairy tale hero) does not try out the magical objects which he recei
ves, he makes use of them no sooner than when they become necessary to 
him, and this happens for each magical object in most cases only once and 
never more; after that it is no more used and no more mentioned—it ceases 
to interest the hero.83

The world of the fairy tale is thus very far from the expansive and un
bridled using of things, its utilitarianism is deeply pervaded with the

** T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., pp. 29—30.
*3 Cf. M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 9.

2 D is c o u rse  a n d  C h a r a c te r



spirit of discipline, economy, and precision. The latter feature is parti
cularly obvious in the organization of the plot, where actions and events 
precisely coincide with one another so as to create a maximum of dra
matic effect.34 The hero cannot be properly called the owner or master 
of the magical powers that come into his hands. His use of them is se
verely limited by the abstract rules that govern the organization of the 
whole story, and the characters’ existence within it.

If we take as an example the magical comb or any other object that 
can, in a moment of need, turn into a wood, or any other natural obsta
cle, so as to stop the pursuit of a witch or another wrongdoer,35 it will 
appear that such an object functions, within the network of Liithi’s 
interpretation, as a curiously intensified form of Heidegger’s hammer. 
It exists solely “for-the-sake-of” the hero’s Da-sein  so that, unlike 
Heidegger’s hammer, it is no longer possible to envisage such an object 
in any other involvement than the one which is directly related to the 
hero’s vital interests and purposes. In other words, such an object does 
not only agree with the protagonist’s Da-sein, it is also e n t i r e l y  
e x h a u s t e d  in its mode of being by the protagonist’s Da-sein. On 
the other hand, it would be equally true to say that the protagonist, 
as the user of a concrete magical object, exists only “for-the-sake-of” 
that object’s appearance in its sole proper function, and that his existen
ce is as much involved in that object’s Da-sein as, vice versa, the ob
ject’s existence is involved in his Da-sein.

As a result in Liithi’s world we arrive at a synthesis of “Vorhan- 
denes” and “Zuhandenes”. The objects appearing there are always 
“already there” to be used, they do not require any thoughtful “shep
herding,” but this is precisely because t h e y  h a v e  a l r e a d y  b e e n  
“care-fully” “shepherded” and organized, together with their users, 
by some superior and mystic forces which constitue Liithi’s ultimate 
“for-the-sake-of.” It is highly significant that Luthi minimizes as 
much as possible the hero’s own initiative and merits while extolling 
the impersonal principle governing the genre:

The hero does not have to be more moral than his brothers or companions; 
he treats the otherworldly beings in a perhaps even  more ruthless way than 
they, he can be a perjurer; or a perfect idler and yet it is to him that a fish  
reveals the magical spell due to which he can effortlessly achieve anything 
he wants. The fairy tale heroes meet the right helpers and turn the right keys 
so as to receive the help—the false heroes often do not m eet any helpers, 
and if they do, they react in a wrong w ay and forfeit their chance of getting 
the helpers’ gifts. The hero is the blessed one. It is as if he had an invisible

84 Ibid., p. 50.
*5 Cf. M. Liithi’s discussion of the motif of the “magic flight” in Das euro- 
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contact with some mysterious powers and mechanisms which control the world 
and the fate. Without being himself aware of it, he obeys powerful laws. He 
follows, as the isolated one, his course without fear or hesitation as if he 
were led by a magnet, and he toes exactly the line demanded from him by the 
structure of the universe.3*

What we have in the above quotation is nothing less than a description 
of an “unio m ystica” between a chosen, predestined individual and the 
numinous power above him, and it can be easily compared with similar 
passages in Heidegger, such as the following one in which the motif of 
gift and the individual’s response to it also functions as a metaphor of 
a mystic union:

In “Gedanc” in so far as it is the original Memory reigns already this com
memoration which offers its thought to that which offers itself to be thought: 
the Gratitude ... All gratitude belongs from beginning to end to the province 
of being as thinking. But thinking offers Its faithful thought, the thought of 
what offers itself to be thought, to That which, in itself and of itself, longs 
for being thought and which, in consequence, originally demands that faithful 
thought.87

In spite of the fact that Heidegger, unlike Liithi, speaks apparently the 
language of the intellect, in harping on such notions as the “memory” 
or “thought,” it is clear enough that his concept of man’s contact with  
Being, which he also calls the “overpowering one,” the “uncanny one” 
(das Unheimliche), or simply That, is based on an entirely irrational 
idea of call, longing, or a mystic attraction. Luthi’s terms in this respect 
are simply more openly and unabashedly arational, gnostic, and amoral.

Characteristically enough Heidegger’s ideal of man is the “violent 
one,” a creature that in many respects closely resembles Luthi’s the 
“isolated one.” Both of them are first of all characterized by their abi
lity to reach beyond the realm of the conventional and the familiar, they 
both are wanderers par excellence and they both spurn the rules of 
common morality:

We are taking the strange, the uncanny (das Unheim liche) as that which casts 
us out of the “homely,” i.e. the customary, familiar, .secure. The unhomely 
(Unheimische) prevents us from making ourselves at home and therein it is 
overpowering. But man is the strangest of all, not only because he passes his 
life amid the strange understood in this sense but because he departs from 
his customary, familiar limits, because he is the violent one, who, tending to
ward the strange in the sense of the overpowering, surpasses the limit of the 
familiar (das IIeim ische).sa

“ Ibid., p. 54.
*7 M. Heidegger, Qu'appelle-t-on penser?, transl. A. Becker, G. Granel (Paris, 
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In both thinkers the escape from the conformity of conventional exis
tence is closely and paradoxically bound up with an extreme conformity 
in relation to an abstract principle:

This pervading force becomes no less overpowering because man takes it into 
his power, which he uses as such. A ll this merely conceals the uncanniness 
of language, of the passions, the powers by which man is ordained (gefiigt) 
as a historical being, while it seems to him that it is he who disposes (verfiigt) 
of them.”

In Heidegger, however, the ultimate aim, i.e. the union of the “violent 
one” with Being, seems to be for ever postponed because of man’s per
sistent attachement to particular beings owing to which he always tends 
to forget about Being and from which he has to “violently” break out 
through “persistent looking out beyond what is given at any time,”40 
and through “setting forth into the un-said, breaking into the unthought, 
compelling the unhappened to happen and making the un-seen appear.”41 
Heidegger passionately emphasizes the dramatic, purposeful, and heroic 
aspects of the “violent one’s” existence:

(T)he violent one knows no kindness and conciliation (in the usual sense), he 
cannot be mollified or appeased by success or prestige. In all this the violent, 
creative man sees only the semblance of fulfilment, and this he despises. In 
willing the unprecedented, he casts aside all help. To him disaster is the deep
est and broadest affirmation of the overpowering.42

The fairy tale hero in Liithi’s interpretation has also an uncommon ta
lent for bringing about or taking part in disasters of all sorts,43 but he 
is above all the “blessed one” and his “catastrophic” activity is carried 
out with a lightness, even-mindedness or even mindlessness and self- 
-assurance which Heidegger never seems to have envisaged. Unlike the 
“violent one” he never, or at least very rarely, rejects the help offered 
to him. On the contrary, his readiness to accept help from any possible 
quarter is one of the chief marks of his heroic status.44 This is clearly 
because the fairy tale hero, due to the working of the all-embracing 
principle of “Isolation/Allverbundenheit”, is in no danger of falling prey 
to the “forgetfulness of Being,” his infallible instinct of adventure 
leads him rather towards a “forgetfulness of beings for the sake of

»  Ibid., p. 156.
«  Ibid., p. 159.
«  Ibid., p. 161.
«  Ibid., p. 163.
“  On the fairy tale’s predilection for extreme situation see M. Liithi, Das 
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Being.” It would be sooner legends and sagas which, in Luthi’s inter
pretation, could be charged with showing a fascination with beings and 
their “otherness” at the expense of Being. Of course the adventurous 
spirit of the fairy tale heroes should not be confused with an authentic, 
deeply experienced activity, Liithi admits that the hero and other 
characters appearing in the fairy tale are “mere carriers of action” 
(“reine Handlungstrdger”)4s and that their often busy activity hides 
a fundamental passiveness and a complete dependence on external sti
muli.46 Such would be then the price for a perfect realization of the 
Heideggerian dream of a complete harmony between “Da-sein" and 
“das Sein.”

In order to give the reader a better insight into the nature of the 
fairy tale hero’s exceptional status Luthi adduces the following graphic
example:

In the fairy tale the hero shows no fear or astonishment when he meets spea
king animals, winds, or stars. It is not because a speaking animal, or star is 
originally familiar to him; it does not belong at all to the environment that 
he knowys, and there is nothing to indicate that he could ever hear about 
such a creature before. But it neither astonishes him nor frightens him ... It 
even calms him down if a wild animal starts to speak, because he has 
fear of a wild animal: it could tear him to pieces, a speaking animal, however, 
ceases to be strange to him.4T

As Liithi remarks, the hero of a legend or a saga would in similar cir
cumstances be seized with a numinous fear at the sight of a speaking 
animal. The fairy tale hero’s calm confidence betokens his complete disin
terest in the animal’s existence as long as it remains within the bounds 
of its “animalness.” He wants to have nothing to do with the “other” 
qua “other,” but is irresistibly attracted to the “other” the moment it 
shows that there are some grounds for regarding it as sharing in the 
common nature, i.e. as in fact not an “other” at all. In this way the 
hero meets the already mentioned Heideggerian requirement of “looking 
out beyond what is given at any time.” He never experiences the nu
minous fear because the numinous, s u p e r-natural element is his own 
element, of course not in the sense that he originally belongs to it but 
in the sense that he always transcends the reality towards it a n d ,  in 
the sense, that also the reality “lends itself” to him, and only to him,
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.so to be transcended.48 The trouble is that the supernatural animal, such 
as the speaking wolf in the Red Riding Hood, may occasionally betray 
the hero’s or heroine’s confidence and turn out to be a malicious anta
gonist, but this is in perfect agreement with the paradoxical nature of 
Being as “aletheia,” “revelation/concealment,” or the truth that with
draws, i.e. denies itself,49 in the very act of revelation. It is also in 
keeping with the Liithian’s hero’s and Heidegger’s “violent one’s” pro
pensity towards “disasters.” The difference between those two types 
of heroes is that the former one, as Being’s favourite or the “blessed 
one,” is always ultimately destined to triumph over all the obstacles 
he meets on his way. One of the symptoms of the fairy tale hero’s 
“blessedness” is exactly the fact that he or she never draws any logical 
conclusions from his disasters and disappointments, his attitude remains 
consistently and inveteratly naive, his “openness towards Being” is 
unblemished by a rational or “ratio”nal thought, and it is this which, 
in accordance with the principle of “Isolation/Allverbundenheit,"  gua
rantees his final success.50

Worth our attention is also the peculiar use of language in the above 
described scene of the hero’s encounter with the speaking animal. The 
referential value and function of the human language is here reduced 
practically to zero. What counts is not what the language may possibly 
denote or refer to but rather its “total” reference, as language and not 
as particular intelligible words or sentences, i.e. as language “through 
itself and in itself,” to a transcendental reality. This is in fact nothing 
else than a variety of the magical use of language embodied in the 
magic spell, i.e. an utterance with which you can d o things, which has, 
in other words, a paramountly performative function, but which, in 
itself, is often nonsensical or composed of purely connotative associa
tions. Here the speaking animal in order to achieve its principal purpo
se has merely to open its mouth, what it actually says is of a secon
dary importance. Now it seems that Heidegger in his approach to lan
guage is definitely in favour of treating it as a magical phenomenon, 
the following quotation may serve, as a piece of evidence:

Man in an essential sense is attuned to the silent:voice of Being. If he-speaks
it is only because h e . has. first of all been spoken to ... “A u t h e n t i c a l l y

48 A similar coricept of a two-way process o f1 cognition was propounded and 
coached in religious terms, by M; Scheler, cf- L e , Sens de la Sou-ffrance., transl. 
,P. Kłosowski (Paris, 1977), pp. '179—80.

49 Cf. T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 58.
50 On the “ unteachability ”, of the Marchen characters and their “isolating” 
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l a n g u a g e  s p e a k s ,  not man. Man speaks only insofar as he at all times 
re-sponds to language”. II he speaks, it is because he has first heard and 
heeded the voice of Being.51

The consequence of this sort of attitude is a far-reaching mythologi
zation of language, which slips out of human control and becomes im
portant “in itself and through itself”: “(L)anguage is no mere tool of 
man, it is the house of Being and man’s world.”52 In this mythologized 
concept language, far from being a transparent tool of reference, takes 
on the material concreteness and semantic opaqueness of a “house.” 
Heidegger’s reflection on the subject of language is professedly directed 
against the mechanistic, “soulless” use of language:

Viewing language as an instrument has resulted in emptying it of its richness, 
its flexibility, its mystery, and freezing words into the rigidity of univocal 
meanings. But the word has, rather, manifold meanings and nuances corres
ponding to the mystery of Being which it expresses.58

And yet the analysis of the magical function of language shows quite 
plainly that the semantic opacity and “mysteriousness” of a message 
does not hinder but, on the contrary, makes it easier to use that mes
sage as an instrument of manipulation in conformity with the simple 
scheme of “stimulus-response.” Such is, after all, the aim of the emo
tionally charged and deliberately unclear language of the totalitarian 
propaganda, and there seems to be no safeguard in the whole of Heideg
ger’s philosophy against this extreme deformity of language. Here 
again Heidegger’s man and Liithi’s hero share one fundamental feature 
— they both escape from the realm of the familiar, the limited, and 
the predictable by means of allowing themselves to be “led by a mag
net” or “attuned to the voice Being.” In other words, in both cases the 
wonderful remedy for alienation is a total alienation.

At the same time, however, we have to be aware that in one essen
tial respect the visions of Liithi and Heidegger not only differ but are 
poles apart. What I have in mind is that Heidegger’s transactions with 
Being are all redolent of a quasi religious, gravity, whereas Liithi’s 
vision contains a distinct ironical dimension:

As a story the fairy tale provides us at the same time with entertainment and 
with an enlightenment of existence (Existenzerhellung). Not only does not it 
demand any belief in the external reality of the presented world, but it for
bids such a belief; the abstract style and certain ironical introductory and

51 T. A. Fay, Heidegger..., p. 96. The emphasis is T. A. Fay’s.
Ibid., p. 90.
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closing formulas make us feel that the fairy tale world and the external rea
lity are fundamentally separated from each other and never overlap.54

The profound irony of the situation consists here in the fact that the 
fairy tale, as interpreted by Liithi, gives us answers to weighty existen
tial questions and denies or questions those answers through the way 
it gives them. This once again may remind us of the Heideggerian prin
ciple of “revelation-concealment,” which in itself is doubtless also 
ironical, but the irony in Liithi seems to be much more consequential 
and far-reaching because it embraces the totality of the presented vi
sion. In order to equal Liithi Heidegger would probably have to say 
that all of his philosophy is poetry pure and simple. And even if he 
actually had said it, we would have good reasons not to believe him, 
for his writing, however much it makes of poetry and poetical devices, 
has also obvious pretences to an absolute truth, however complicated 
and paradoxical that truth may be.

In this context we have to pay a special attention to Luthi’s state
ment that:

(The fairy tale) has no ties either with reality or with any dogmas. It clings 
to no particular events or experiences, it treats everything particular only as 
its building material.55

Thus the notion of the undogmatic character of the fairy tale is closely 
bound up in Liithi with his idea of the “poetical overcoming” (dichter- 
ische Uberwindung):

In the fairy tale, perhaps for the first time, the world is poetically overcome. 
What in the reality is heavy and many-sided, what is nontransparent in its 
involvement with other things, becomes in the fairy tale light and translucent, 
and it becomes submitted, as if in a free play, to a circle of creation (fiigt 
sich wie in freiem Spiel in den Kreis der Dinge).5*

The “poetical overcoming” cannot be then confused with a simple esca
pism, with cutting oneself off by means of an insuperable barrier from 
the external reality: “The fairy tale does not show us a n  ordered 
world, it shows us t h e  ordered world. It shows us t h a t  the world is 
such as it should be.”57 In other words, the fairy tale is a t r a n  slation 
of the reality which at every point accentuates its being only a transla
tion and no less than a translation. Therefore it can play freely with 
the most dogmatic and irrational motifs and principles without itself

54 M. Liithi, Das europdische..., p. 85.
56 Ibid., p. 78.
58 Ibid., pp. 78, 79.
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becoming dogmatic or irrationalist. Hence the often emphasized by 
Liithi58 impossibility of using the fairy tale in the service of any speci
fic, historical ideology, morality, or religion. Ultimately of course the 
idea of the “poetical overcoming” is founded upon the concept of “Iso- 
lation/A llverbundenheit,’’ which guarantees, through its elusiveness, 
the playful and undogmatic nature of the Luthian fairy tale.

Talking about the relationship or the lack of relationship between 
the fairy tale and ideological schemes it is impossible to pass over the 
allegorical aspect of that genre, even though Liithi himself does not 
seem ever to mention the word “allegory” in connection with the fairy 
tale. Following A. Fletcher we may define allegory in the following 
way:

In the simplest terms allegory says one thing and means another. It destroys 
the normal expectation we have about language, that our words “mean what 
they say”. When we predicate quality x of person Y, Y really is what our 
predication says he is (or we assume so); but allegory would turn Y into some
thing other (alios) than what the open and direct statement tells the reader. 
Pushed to an extreme, this ironic usage would subvert language itself, turning 
everything into an Orwellian newspeak. In this sense we see how allegory 
is properly considered a mode: it is a fundamental process of encoding our 
speech.39

On the face of it, Liithi’s fairy tale explicitly forbids an allegorical 
interpretation since it is advertised as a genre free from the encroach
ments of the historical reality or ideology. Thus there seems to be no 
system which the fairy tale world could stand for or refer to. And 
indeed the fairy tale is usually thought of as a genre which may be 
subject to the process of allegorization but which is too obviously divor
ced from the reality and too simplistic to be allegorical in itself.60 On 
second thoughts, however, we notice that the operation of a “double 
reference” lies at the foundation of the fairy tale and is driven there 
to an extreme. Typically nothing in the fairy tale is what it appears 
to be, and Liithi bears full witness to this fact. He constantly refers 
everything and everybody who appears in the fairy tale to the abstract 
notions of “Isolation/A llverbundenheit” or “sublimation,” as their em
bodiments of “carriers.” And yet there is clearly a fundamental differ
ence between the allegorism of the fairy tale and, say, “Piers, the

38 Cf. ibid., p. 78: “Das Marchen braucht nicht die Unterstiitzung der Kirche; 
es lebt selbst gegen ihre Feindschaft.”

39 A. Fletcher, Allegory. The Theory of a Sym bolic Mode (Ithaca and Lon
don, 1964), pp. 2, 3.

•° Cf. the way the fairy tale is treated in T. Todorov, Introduction a la lit- 
terature fantastique (Paris, 1970), pp. 67—69.



Plowman” or “Roman de la Rose.” If we rewrite Fletcher’s formula in 
the following way: “Y appears to be x, but in fact it is something else, 
namely z" and treat it as a basic formula of the allegorical mode, it 
w ill turn out that this formula applies to the fairy tale only if we dis
regard its final part, i.e. “namely z.” In a typical allegory one system of 
relations is replaceable by another, usually a more abstract one; in the 
fairy tale, as it is interpreted by Liithi, a system of relations is under
mined by a “system ” which obeys the principle of “universal relation, 
i.e. no relation” (“Isolation/Allverbundenheit”) questioning thus the 
very idea of relation, and, at the same time, turning it into an absolute. 
The ultimate form of Fletcher’s formula for the fairy tale would be 
then something like: “Y is neither x  nor z, it is the ‘isness,’ or better, 
the ‘becomingness’ that exists between Y and x  and z and everything 
else.” Therefore it seems just to say that the fairy tale is both a trun
cated or incomplete allegory, and the most radical of allegories. If the 
principle of allegorism is “referring to,” the fairy tale is as close as 
possible to “referring” and as far as possible from “to.”

It would be tempting to call the fairy tale an allegory of Being, in 
Heidegger’s sense of the word. Such a conclusion, however, would be 
a little too hasty. If we take one of the most fundamental Heidegger’s sta
tements about Being as truth: “The essence of truth is untruth” (“Das 
Wesen der Wahrheit ist die Unwahrheit”), we shall already see that 
Heidegger’s world, though it also is permeated with allegorism, and 
a very radical allegorism to boot, constructs its allegories in a different 
way.- Their basic formula seems to be: “Y is z rather than x, but x  is 
also' z  rather than anything else insofar as they both remain connected 
w ith 'Y .” Another example would be a statement like this:

If (man) is to take over being-4here in the radiance of being, he must bring 
being to stand, he must endure it in appearance and against appearance, and 
he must wrest both appearance and being from the abyss of nonbeing."1

In other words, Heidegger’s “allegories” have the structure of classical 
paradoxes in which references are tirelessly permuted and reshuffled 
without, however, questioning the very principle of “referring to,” 
“making a permanent connection with.” This is different from “normal” 
allegory as Heidegger establishes a very close and first of all circular 
relationship between the various layers of allegorical interpretation, 
and it tends to come dangerously close (as in the statement “the essence 
of truth is untruth”) to the condition of the Orwellian newspeak; which, 
as we have seen, Fletcher envisaged as an imminent danger lurking be

61 M. Heidegger, Introduction..., p. 110.



hind the allegorical mode. This danger in the case of Heidegger cannot, 
admittedly, be fully realized since the philosopher stresses the elusive 
nature of the word “is” which to him is always linked with the notions 
cf “becoming” and “appearing”62 so that his propositions escape the 
ultimate, “Orwellian” dogmatization and ritualization. We can see now 
more clearly why Heidegger’s vision must strike the reader as obscure 
and intransparent and why Luthi’s one is so much attached to the no
tions of clarity and lucidity. They both postpone their meaning ad infi
nitum, and in this sense they are both “unclear” par excellence. Whe
reas, however, Luthi’s fairy tale shows the postponement of meaning 
through the constant “opening up out of” the static network of relations, 
in Heidegger we seem to have to do with an “opening out of” as much 
as with an “opening in-to,” which can be additionally illustrated by 
the following quotation from An Introduction to Metaphysics:

Only w here being discloses itself in questioning does history happen and w ith 
it the being of m an, by v irtue  of which he ventures to set him self a p a r t  
f r o m  the essent as such and contend w i t h  it.6*

It is this double movement of d e veloping and e n veloping, and of re
tracing one’s steps as it were, that makes Heidegger less clearly allego
rical and deprives his writings of a potential immaterial lightness which, 
incidentally, need not be that of the fairy tale.

The latter genre could thus be called the allegory of “opening to
wards Being” and taken to be concerned only with one specific aspect 
of the Heideggerian semiotic system. At the same time, the limitations 
of the fairy tale, as interpreted by Liithi, make it more supremely in
dependent and sovereign than any strictly philosophical or religious vi
sions, however elastic and all-embracing they could be. This aspect of the 
fairy tale, or should we say of poetry in general or in its essence, has 
found an effective interpretation in the medieval English ballad, Tho
mas the Rhymer, a fragment of which will be very pertinent to our 
discussion:

O see not ye yon narrow  road,
So thick beset w i thorns and briers?

T hat is the path  of righteousness,
Tho afte r it but few  enquires.

And see not ye th a t braid  rond,
T hat lies across yon lillie leven?

T hat is the path  of wickedness,
Tho some call it the road to heaven.

82 Cf. ibid., p. 97: “ A ccordingly there is no being, E verything ‘is’ becoming.”
83 Ibid., p, 143. The w ord ■ “essen t” stands here for “das Seiende.”



And see not that bonny road,
Which winds about the fernie brae?

That is the road to fair Elfland,
Where you and I this night maun gae.M [must go]

In these lines we can find a vista of the road “to fair Elfland” placed 
side by side with the roads to heavenly bliss and to eternal damnation 
and defined as a third road having nothing to do with the other two. 
The anonymous author of the ballad then carries out, almost like Liithi 
himself, an allegorical interpretation of the fairy land, and, by infe
rence, of the fairy tale in the spirit of a positive negation and “tertium  
datur.” He also refuses to put the fairy tale under any ideological hea
ding and situates it beyond the dichotomy between good and evil, or 
the “wicked” and the “righteous.” On a physical plane the overcoming 
of that dichotomy is represented by the circumstance that the paths 
leading to the extremities of man’s religious being are both presented 
in the poem as straight and varying only in their width, whereas “the 
road to fair Elfland” is shown as “winding” and is given an aesthetic 
label, “bonny,” as opposed to the material adjectives: “narrow” and 
“braid.” Equally telling is the fact that while the morally and ideolo
gically marked paths are seen with an almost epic distance and connec
ted with the third person forms, cf. “few enquires” or “some call it,” 
the road to Elfland is approached in a much more direct fashion, cf. 
the use of the first and second person pronouns “you” and “I,” and 
with a feeling of its strong actuality: “this night maun gae.” The same 
process of singling out “fair Elfland” as qualitatively different from 
other eschatological perspectives is also discernible in the plant symbo
lism of the poem. Summing up, we may say that Thomas, the Rhym er 
foreshadows Luthi’s interpretation of the fairy tale as a poetically 
transformed world the unreality and fantastic nature of which gives, 
paradoxically, a more immediate experience of the real than the more 
“realistic” visions of what the world is like.

By way of rounding up our parallel discussion of Luthi and Heideg
ger it will be enough to say that, although we have taken up two wide
ly different systems of thought, it has been shown, I hope, that they 
represent at bottom the same overwhelming urge to arrive at the un
derlying source and principle of life while steering clear of any univocal 
political or religious commitments. The difference between the two 
above presented ways of thinking may interpreted as the difference 
between Heidegger’s characteristically “peasant” outlook visible in his 
mystic cult of the landscape and the frequent use of metaphors referring

84 The fragment of Thomas, the Rhym er is quoted after St. Helsztyński, Spe
cimens of English Poetry and Prose (Warszawa, 1974), Vol. 1, p. 189.



to agriculture and animal husbandry,65 on the one hand, and Liithi’s 
distinctly “aristocratic” turn of mind, on the other. Luthi makes it clear 
that he does not consider the fairy tale to be the property and the pro
duct of the country folk among which it can still be found:

The country  folk is the ca rrie r  and the guard ian  of the fairy  tale, but not the 
creator of the fairy  tale. It seems to me th a t the fairy  ta le  is a g ift m ade by 
a visionary poet to the country  folk. Who w ere the original creators of the 
fairy  tale is beyond our ken.86

It is not our job to decide the question of the social origin of the fairy 
tale, but, given the fairy tale characters’ “lightness of being” and uni
versality, though also superficiality, of relations, it seems that Liithi’s 
“original creators” must have had a singularly aristocratic outlook. 
Without putting forward any risky theories concerning the historical 
roots of the fairy tale we still cannot fail to notice that the chivalric 
ethos corresponds fairly faithfully to the image of the fairy tale hero 
as shown by the Swiss scholar. The following elements of the West 
European chivalric and aristocratic mentality are worthy of a special 
attention in connection with the fairy tale: the principle of hospitality 
and generosity, connected with the small regard for permanent posses
sion and the readiness to exceed the bounds of the usual and the fami
liar, the tendency towards concentrating all energy on special moments 
of trial, and the contempt for the professional specialization.67 All those 
elements seem to be more or less directly derivable from the central 
Liithian concept of “Allverbundenheit” vs. “Isolation.” Also in keeping 
with that aristocratic bias we can see Liithi using the terms, “overcom
ing” and “sublimation,” which imply a lack of attachment to an y t h i n g 
in particular, in the places where Heidegger would rather speak of 
“attunement” and “care,” which imply almost the reverse attitude. 
Moreover, Liithi often stresses the fairy tale’s preference for small, 
hard, shiny, and usually man-made objects such as rings or jewels, 
which can easily change hands and are of no practical use.68

With all those differences in mind, we find both in Liithi and Hei
degger a resolute and radical attempt at overcoming or bridging over 
the fatal difference between subject and object, between man and his 
world.

85 The “ peasan t” aspects of H eidegger’s philosophy have been em phasized by 
T. Eagleton, Literary...,, pp. 63, 64.

66 M. Liithi, Das europaische..., p. 92.
67 As regards the  distinctive fea tu res of the chivalric ethos, see the excellent 

study M. Ossowska, Ethos rycerski i jego odm iany  (W arszawa, 1986), especially 
chapters: IV and VII.

•8 Cf. M. Liithi, Das europaische..., pp. 26—29.
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BOHATER BAŚNIOWY I HEIDEGGEROWSKI IDEAŁ CZŁOWIEKA
— PRÓBA INTERPRETACJI DZIEŁA М АХА LUTHIEGO E U R O P E J S K A

B A S U  L U D O W A

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł poświęcony jest porównaniu dwóch pozornie odległych od siebie kon
cepcji: filozoficznej i antropologicznej. Koncepcja Luthiego jest rezultatem badań 
nad baśnią ludową i zamyka się zasadniczo w  granicach folklorystyki, podczas 
gdy koncepcja Heideggera jest, jak wiadomo, owocem metafizycznej spekulacji
0 uniwersalnym wymiarze. Tym niemniej okazuje się, że obydwie te wizje świata
1 człowieka w  nim działającego mają wiele istotnych cech wspólnych. Należą do 
nich specyficzne formy irracjonalizmu, fatalizmu i determinizmu, a przede wszyst
kim podstawowe przekonanie, iż sukces życiowy zależy od dopasowania się czło
wieka do wezwań tajemniczych i do końca niepoznawalnych sił rządzących na
turą. Autor artykułu zwraca również uwagę na pewne różnice dzielące obydwie 
koncepcje i przypisuje je przywiązaniu Heideggera do kultury chłopskiej i za
leżności Liithiańskiego bohatera od szeroko pojętego etosu rycerskiego. Artykuł 
zawiera również rozważania na temat alegorycznego charakteru obydwu omawia
nych teorii i ich implikacji moralnych.

Анджей Вихер

СКАЗОЧНЫЙ ГЕРОЙ И ХЕЙДЕГГЕРОВСКИЙ ИДЕАЛ ЧЕЛОВЕКА
— ПОПЫ ТКА ИНТЕРПРЕТАЦИИ ПРОИЗВЕДЕНИЯ МАКСА ЛЮТИ 

EUROPEJSKA BASN LUDOWA

Р е з юм е

В своей статье автор проводит сравнение двух на вид далеких от себя 
концепциий — философской и антропологической. Концепция Люти является ре
зультатом исследования народной сказки и. заключается главным образом 
в границах фольклористики, в то время, как концепция Хейдеггера является, 
как известно, плодом метафизическрй спекуляции об универсальном измерении. 
Тем не менее оказывается, что эти оба видения мира и человека, действующего 
в нем, имеют много общих существенных черт. К  ним относятся специфические 
формы иррационализма, фатализма и детерминизма, а прежде всего основное 
убеждение, что жизненный успех зависит от приспособления человека к таин
ственным призывам и до конца не познаваемым силам, управляющим при
родой. Айтор статьи обращает также внимание на некоторые различия, делящие 
обе концепции, и приписывает их привязанности Хейдеггера к крестьянской 
культуре и зависимости героя Люти от рыцкрского поведения в широком 
смысле этого слова. В статье представлены также размышления об аллегори
ческом' характере рассматриваемой' теорий и их Моральных ’ импликациях.



The Reader as Character

WOJCIECH KALAQA 

EMANUEL PROWER

Maybe the encoded reader is 
a character out of my own fictions, 
m on semblable, m on ' frere, hypo
crite, hypecrite, hypnocrite, hoo
ded, and m erely hired by me for 
this essay ...

C hristine Brooke-Rose, 
The Readerhood of Man

The idea of taking into account the addressee in investigating texts may 
look “like a disturbing intrusion, disquietingly jeopardizing the notion 
of a semiotic texture to be analyzed in itself and for the sake of itself.”1 
Yet, “it is absolutely impossible to speak apropos the anaphorical role 
of an expression without invoking, if not a precise and empirical rea
der, at least the ‘addressee’ as an abstract and constitutive element in 
the process of actualization of a text.”2 A reference to the category of 
addressee, however conceived, is therefore indispensable for elucidating 
the operation of texts. Indeed, in recent literary theory a number of 
concepts have appeared which in one way or another intend to capture 
and objectify this constitutive element in the operation of texts. The 
terms currently employed are “virtual addressee” (Głowiński, 1*977; Ba
rańczak, 1983), “implied reader” (Iser, 1974, 1978), “virtual reader’’ 
(Prince, 1981), “mock reader” (Gibson, 1981), “informed reader” (Fish, 
1972), “Model Reader” (Eco, 1979),3 and a number of other terms which,

: U. Eco, The Role of the Reader (Bloomington: Indiana U niversity Press, 
1979), p. 3.

2 Ibid., p. 4. . ,
8 M. Głowiński, “ W irtualny odbiorca w struk tu rze  utw oru poetyckiego,” in 

Style odbioru  (Kraków: W ydaw nictwo L iterackie, 1977); S. Barańczak, C zyteln ik  
ubezwłasnow olniony (Paryż: Libella, 1983); G. Prince, “ In troduction  to the Study



however, pertain to concepts that either tend towards the empirical ad
dressee, which is the case with Riffaterre’s concept of “superreader,”4 
or are at complete variance with the concept of addressee as a virtual 
element in the text.

The concept itself, regardless of the terms employed,5 has in all 
cases been developed primarily for the investigation of literature, and 
only then extended to the investigation of other texts and mass culture 
generally.8 Fish, for example, comments on his method of investigating 
the informed readers of literary texts in the following manner:

it does not permit the evaluation of literature as literature, as apart from 
advertising or preaching or propaganda or “entertainment” ... it provides no 
way to distinguish between literary and other effects, except, perhaps, for the 
components which go into one or the other; ... it seems to me that we have 
for too long, and without notable results, been trying to determine what dis
tinguishes literature from ordinary language. If w e understood “language”, 
its constituents and operations, we would be better able to understand its 
subcategories.7

Consequently, even though we shall be concerned with the “virtual 
reader” mainly as a literary category, we do not limit the concept to 
literary texts only; what will be said here may refer to any sort of 
textual structure.

Within a communication model construed as a virtual dialogic or 
interactive relation between the sender and the addressee, the virtual 
addressee may by seen as a determinable i n t e r a c t i v e  r o l e :  as 
“a set of elements in the text which determine the position and the role

of the Narratee,” in J. P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism: From For
malism to Structuralism  (Baltimore; The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), 
pp. 7— 24; W. Gibson, “Authors, Speakers, Readers, and Mock Readers,” in 
J P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism  (1981), pp. 1—6; S. Fish, “Literature 
in the Reader: Affective Stylistics,” in Self-Consuming Artefacts. The Experience 
of Seventeenth-Century Literature (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1972), pp. 383—427; U. Eco, The Role of the Reader. Explorations in the Semiotics 
of Texts  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1979); W. Iser, The Implied  
Reader. Patterns of Communication in Prose Fiction from  Bunyan to Beckett 
(Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1974); W. Iser, The 
Act of Reading. A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore and London: The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978).

4 M. Riffaterre, “Describing Poetic Structures: Two Approaches to Baudelaire’s 
‘Les Chats’,” in J. P. Tompkins, ed., Reader-Response Criticism: From Formalism  
to Post-Structuralism  (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), 
pp. 26—40.

5 The umbrella term that we shall use in this paper is “virtual reader/ad
dressee.”

• Cf. S. Barańczak, Czytelnik..., p. 29.
7 S. Fish, “Literature in the Reader...,” p. 408.



of the reader (hearer, viewer, etc.) in the elementary communicative 
process which develops around a given cultural text.”8 Likewise, Gło
wiński observes that “the structure of a literary work determines the 
role of the addressee”9 and, consequently, that every text “in a neces
sary manner situates its addressee in one way or another.”10

The question which arises is how do we approach and in what terms 
do we define this role which the text predetermines. The answer is, 
partly at least, contained in the essential character of the linguistic 
text itself: [poetic] “texts owe their sense of movement to the very na
ture of speech, but they transcend the limitations of the linguistic ma
terial by combining the principle of simultaneity with that of succes
sion.”11 This fundamental tension between simultaneity and successi- 
vity must be reflected in any comprehensive description of the addres
see.

When considered separately, simultaneity and successivity impose 
two different perspectives from which to look at the role of the virtual 
reader. The text viewed as a simultaneous order, i.e., without taking 
into consideration either the phasal development of the textual struc
ture or the temporal aspect of the actual concretization, requires a com
petence which would encompass all the rules of the primary and secon
dary systems, and all the elements of the respective repertoires neces
sary for a full understanding of that text. When viewed as an order 
of succession, the text requires an ideal s t r a t e g y  of movement, 
a strategy that would bring out all the potentials latent in the text’s 
composition. The virtual reader, therefore, might be considered as 
a kind of c y b e r n e t i c  m o d e l  projected by the text, a construct 
involving a projected competence and a projected strategy joined in 
mutual and inseparable cooperation.

In fact, in most discussions the virtual reader i s treated as a theo
retical construct12 with emphasis placed either on competence, or on 
strategy, or on the tension evolved by both. Iser’s “implied reader”

8 S. Barańczak, Czytelnik..., p. 29.
9 M. Głowiński, “Wirtualny odbiorca...,” p. 65.
10 Ibid., p. 70.
11 E. Stankiewicz, “Centripetal and Centrifugal Structures in Poetry,” Sem io- 

tica, 38 (1982), p. 219.
12 As emphasized in: S. R. Suleiman, “Introduction: Varieties of Audience-O- 

riented Criticism,” in S. R. Suleiman and I. Crosman, eds., The Reader in  the  
T ext. Essays on Audience and Interpretation  (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1980), pp. 3—45; J. Culler, “Prolegomena to a Theory of Reading”, in The  
Reader in  the T e x t  (1980), pp. 46—66; H. Markiewicz, “Odbiór i odbiorca w  ba
daniach literackich,” in W ym iary dzieła literackiego  (Kraków: Wydawnictwo Lite
rackie, 1984), pp. 215—233.
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as a concept has his roots firmly planted in the structure of the text; he is 
a construct and in no way to be indentified with any real reader. ... The con
cept of the implied reader is therefore a textual structure anticipating the 
presence of a recipient without necessarily defining him: this concept pre
structures the role to be assumed by each recipient ..., [it] designates a net
work of response-inviting structures, which impel the reader to grasp the 
text.1*

Being a theoretical, or “interpretive” construct, however, the virtual 
reader seems far from being a cybernetic model. Instead, he appears 
as an a n t h r o p o m o r p h i c  image of an abstract concept, as a cha
racter rather than idea.

This anthropomorphization of the concept is visible on both axes 
of the text’s structure that we have mentioned earlier. We shall now 
look in greater detail at particular aspects of the reader’s projected role.

It comes as a natural consequence of what has been said so far that 
the concept of virtual reader encompasses not only a certain “image”— 
the question to which we shall return—but also an a c t i v i t y .  The 
text, as Głowiński says, “through its structure presupposes certain be
haviour of the addressee, regulates and determines it, the text commu
nicates certain directives to the addressee.”14 Likewise, Fish and Eco 
reject the objectivity of the text as self-sufficient and complete,15 and 
both view the text as generative, that is, as coming to life by determi
ning the a c t i v i t y  of reading,16 or as a semantico-pragmatic process 
determined by the lexical and syntactic organization of the text.17

Fish includes in his category of response “all the precise mental ope
rations involved in reading, including the formulation of complete thou
ghts, the performing (and regretting) of acts of judgement, the follow
ing and making of logical sequences.”18 Yet, even though Fish is speak
ing in terms of “potential and probable response,”19 his category of 
“informed reader” may raise doubts as to its theoretical purity: it is 
“neither an abstraction, nor an actual living reader, but a hybrid—  
a real reader (me) who does everything within his power to make him
self informed,”20 a hybrid of a rather strange ontological status.

Doubts of this sort will not arise with respect to Eco’s concept: his

»» W. Iser, The Act..., p. 34.
14 M. Głowiński, W irtualny odbiorca..., p. 71.
15 S. Fish, “Literature in  the Reader...,” p. 400; U. Eco, The Role of the Rea

der..., pp. 3—5.
16 S. Fish, “Literature in the Reader...,” p. 401.
17 U. Eco, The Role of th e  Reader..., pp. 10—11.
18 S. Fish, “Literature in the Reader...,” p. 400.
19 Ibid., p. 407.
20 Loc. cit.



The R eader as C haracter

Model Reader is a purely theoretical category “strictly defined by the 
lexical and syntactic organization of the text: the text is nothing else 
but the semantic-pragmatic production of its own Model Reader.”21 In 
a rather precisely elaborated diagram, Eco describes the b e h a v i o u 
r a l  aspect of this category. All the levels and sublevels of the diagram 
(including codes and subcodes, circumstances of utterance, linear text 
manifestation, discursive structures, bracketed extensions, narrative 
structures, forecasts and inferential walks, actantial structures, ideolo
gical structures, world structures) are “interconnected in continous com
ing and going. [They are] levels of possible abstraction at which the co
operative activity can take place.”22 Briefly speaking, the Model Reader 
b e g i n s  with applying codes and subcodes to linear manifestation, and 
p r o c e e d s  to establish, through the abduction of textual topics, “the 
isotopy according to which he d e c i d e s  [emph. W. K., E. P.] to inter
pret the linear text manifestation so as to actualize the discursive 
structure of text,”23 in order to finally reach the level of ideological 
structures and possible worlds.

In the preceding paragraph, we have underlined verbs so as to em
phasize the behavioural interpretation of the concept of the reader. 
A similar interpretation, in phenomenological terms, is suggested by 
Wolfgang Iser. His implied reader is a “transcendental model which 
makes it possible for the structural effects of literary texts to be de
scribed.”24 However, he is definable not only in terms of textual struc
ture, but also, in equal and complementary measure, in terms of 
s t r u c t u r e d  a c t s .  Iser verbatim acknowledges that “the textual 
structure follows a basic rule of human perception.”2® The concept of 
the implied reader, therefore, “offers a means of describing the p r o 
c e s s  [emph. W. K., E. P.] whereby textual structures are transmitted 
through ideational activities into personal experience.”26

The behavioural aspect of the virtual addressee is determined by 
both the linearity of the text and its m ultilevel structure.27 What is 
inscribed in the category is on the one hand an ability to colligate (in the 
Peircean sense) the successive segments of the text and, on the other 
hand, an ability to follow the illative relations or, in other words, to 
apply the law of inference. The inferenctial walks, according to Eco,

21 U. Eco, The Role of the Reader..., p. 10.
22 Ibid., p. 15.
23 Ibid., p. 27.
24 W. Iser, The Act of Reading..,, p. 38.
25 Ibid., p. 38.
28 Loc. cit.
27 Cf. W. Kalaga, The L iterary Sign: A Triadic Model (Katowice: W ydawnic

two U niw ersytetu Śląskiego, 1986).



“are not mere whimsical initiatives on the part of the [actual] reader, 
but are elicited by discursive structures and foreseen by the whole tex
tual strategy;”28 they belong, therefore, to the role of the model or vir
tual reader.

This brings us to what we have formerly called an “image” of the 
virtual reader. The text construed as a m ultilevel and complex sign 
to be grasped in its entirety implies some sort of “personality” for its 
addressee, however abstract and incomplete. Apart from determining 
a certain set of interpretive operations or, generally, a certain kind of 
interpretive behaviour, the text also presupposes a certain “mind” that 
is capable of those tasks.

This generalization and objectification of the mechanisms or opera
tions involved in the interpretation of texts can be carried out, as we 
have already said, in terms of c o m p e t e n c e  models (e.g., Fish, Eco)29. 
What must be stressed, however, is that in both Eco’s and Fish’s con
cepts two kinds of competence are entailed: one presupposed by the 
text itself, the other coming from outside the text. In both cases, the
refore, emphasis is shifted away from the sole preoccupation with intra- 
-textual determinations to cultural conventions which include what may 
be called the conditions of interpretability. Głowiński formulates the 
idea in the following way: “a poem presupposes a double semantic act: 
the reader not only accepts the meanings contained in the poem but he 
also writes into the poem the senses which result from his situation.”30

Competence, whether linguistic, or literary, or cultural, does not 
exhaust the problem. The scope of virtual reader’s personality goes be
yond the knowledge of rules, conventions, and repertoires. The “personal” 
aspect of the virtual addressee can be defined, after Barańczak, as the 
“intra-textual portrait of the addressee.”31 Iser’s implied reader, for 
example, “embodies all those p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s  [emph. W. K., E. P.] 
necessary for a literary work to exercise its effect—predispositions laid 
down, not by an empirical outside reality, but by the text itself.”32 It 
is not only a quasi-mind in the Peircean sense, but also “the addres
see’s personality as it is ‘programmed’ or ‘written into’ a text.”33 Or it 
is, as Prince defines his concept of virtual reader, “a certain type of 
reader whom [the author] bestows with certain qualities, faculties, and

28 U. Eco, The Role of the Reader..., p. 32.
29 S. Fish, “Literature in the Reader...,” pp. 402—404; U. Eco, The Role of the 

Reader..., p. 7—8, 13—15.
80 M. Głowiński, “Wirtualny odbiorca...,” pp. 71—72.
31 S. Barańczak, Czytelnik..., p. 29.
** W. Iser, The A ct of Reading..., p. 34.
33 S. Barańczak, Czytelnik..., p. 29.



inclinations according to his opinion of men in general (or in particular) 
and according to the obligations he feels should be respected.”34

One of the essential anthropomorphic qualities or faculties ascribed 
to the personality of the virtual reader is a predisposition for active or 
passive reading: “passive and active reading [...] derive from the struc
ture of the poetical work.”35 Using the role of the addressee that a text 
determines as criterion, Barańczak distinguishes, in a manner similar 
to Eco, between o p e n  and c l o s e d  text. An open text determines “an 
addressee whose task is to make independent decisions on all ‘levels’ 
of reception: from decoding the meaning of an ambiguous metaphor 
to making most complex generalisations on the level of world-view.”36 
A closed text determines an addressee “in a large measure free from 
making independent decisions the work itself guides the addressee.”37 
Whereas the former texts ‘activate,’ the latter texts ‘enslave’ the reader, 
just as in Barthes’s related dichotomy between the “readerly” and the 
“writerly” text. While the readerly text requires only passive reading 
(i.e., produces a passive reader), the writerly text makes “the reader 
no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text:”38

The writerly text is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent language 
(which would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the writerly text 
is ourselves writing, before the infinite play of the world (the world as func
tion) is traversed, intersected, stopped, plasticized by some singular system  
(Ideology, Genus, Criticism) which reduces the plurality of entrances, the 
opening of networks, the infinity of languages.89

The virtual addressee as portrait can also be identified with Gibson’s 
concept of “mock reader” whom he defines as a person a text invites 
the empirical reader to become.40 ̂  Like Głowiński and Barańczak, Gib
son is also sensitive to the social consequences of the ways texts deter
mine their virtual addressees. He writes: “[a] bad book is a book in 
whose mock reader we discover a person we refuse to become.”41 And 
he adds elsewhere: “the mock reader can probably be identified most 
obviously in sub-literary genres crudely committed to persuasion, such 
as advertising and propaganda.”42 The comment that Tompkins makes

34 G. Prince, “Introduction to the Study of the Narratee...,” p. 9.
35 M. Głowiński, “Wirtualny odbiorca...,” p. 79.
39 S. Barańczak, Czytelnik..., p. 37.
s’ Ibid., p. 37.
38 R. Barthes, S/Z  (New York: Hill and Wang, 1974), p. 4.
89 Ibid., p. 5.
40 W. Gibson, “Authors, Speakers, Readers, and Mock Readers...,” pp. 2, 5.
41 Ibid., p. 5.
42 Ibid., p. 2.



on Gibson’s mock reader is also applicable to the concept of virtual 
addressee genrally:

Gibson’s mock reader is purely textual ... but it directs attention away from 
the text and toward the effects it produces ... [it] reveals the strategies the 
author uses to position his readers with respect to a whole range of values 
and assumptions he wishes them to accept or reject.4*

Those values, assumptions, or beliefs which—before they are accep
ted or rejected by an actual reader—become the characteristics of the 
virtual one, naturally relate to, or connote, features of his or her “per
sonality,” e.g.:

a) age (e.g., books for children),
b) sex (e.g., books for boys or girls, men’s or women’s magazines),
c) social status (e.g., advertizing),
d) intellectual level (e.g., Mann’s The Magic Mountain as compared 

to Thackeray’s Vanity Fair),
e) emotional profile (e.g., melodrama),
f) interests (e.g., maritime literature),
g) general or professional knowledge (e.g., an advanced course in 

plumbing),
h) ideological and/or value commitments (e.g., political and/or his

torical literature, propagandistic texts),
i) active or passive reading (e.g., open texts such as Joyce’s Ulysses 

of Kafka’s Trial, closed texts such as soap opera, comic strips, propa
ganda, etc.), etc.
A detailed discussion of those and other relevant features would require 
many exemplary analyses and would go beyond the scope of our paper.

To conclude, we may say, however, that regardless of whether 
a specific category of addressee is named or otherwise identified in 
a text, every text presupposes an anthropomorphic “self” behind the in
terpretive task it determines through its lexical and syntactic organiza
tion. This SELF is qualified in both its behavioural and its personal 
constitution. The virtual reader is a character beyond the possible world 
of the work, yet he or she owe their “existence” to the same text to 
which the possible world owes its own. To conceive of the virtual 
reader as character, or self, or person, means to raise the question of the 
identity and changeability of that person. These important pragmatic 
problems call for a separate discussion for which, as we hope, our 
paper has provided a starting point.

*• J. P. Tompkins, “An Introduction to Reader-Response Criticism,” in 
J. p. Tompkins, ed., The Reader-Ręsponsę Criticism..., p. XI.



Wojciech Kalaga, Emanuel Prower

CZYTELNIK JAKO POSTAĆ LITERACKA 

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Tematem artykułu jest kategoria wirtualnego odbiorcy, uważana za konstytu
tywny element w aktualizacji tekstów literackich oraz, szerzej, wszelkich struk
tur tekstowych. Struktura tekstu widziana jest jako wirtualna dialogiczna relacja 
między nadawcą i odbiorcą. Z tego punktu widzenia wirtualny odbiorca jawi się 
jako dwojaka “ rola” : jako projektowana przez tekst kompetencja oraz strategia, 
obie nieodzowne do jego aktualizacji. Wirtualny odbiorca jest zatem podlegają
cym formalizacji zbiorem zachowań interpretacyjnych, projektowanych zarówno 
przez linearną, jak i wielopoziomową strukturę tekstu. Ów zbiór zachowań inter
pretacyjnych składa się na specyficzny dla danego tekstu “ portret” odbiorcy. 
Każdy tekst zakłada więc pewne cechy “ osobowości” swego czytelnika, która 
“ istnieje” poza możliwym światem tekstu, ale jest przez ten tekst określona. 
Chociaż kategoria wirtualnego odbiorcy jest wyłącznie wewnątrztekstowa, może 
służyć do przewidywania społecznych konsekwencji odbioru danego tekstu.

Войцех Каляга, Эмануэль Провер

ЧИТАТЕЛЬ К А К  ЛИТЕРАТУРНЫ Й ПЕРСОНАЖ 

Р е з ю м е

Тема статьи — категория виртуального адресата, считающаяся составным 
элементом в актуализации литературных текстов, а также (в более широком 
значении) всех текстовых структур. Структура текста рассматривается как 
виртуальная диалогическая реляция между отправтиелем и адресатом. С этой 
точки зрения виртуальный адресат появляется в двойной “роли” : как проекти
руемая текстом компетенция и как стратегия, обе обязательные для его акту
ализации. Таким образом, виртуальный адресат подчиняется формализации мно
жеством интерпретационных поведений, проектируемых как линейной, так 
и многоуровневой структурой текста. Этот комплекс интерпретационных пове
дений составляет специфический для данного текста “портрет” адресата, так 
как каждый текст предполагает определенные черты “личности” своего чита
теля, “ существующей” за пределами возможного мира текста, однако опреде
ленной этим текстом. Хотя категория виртуального адресата является исключи
тельно внутритекстовой, она может служить для предвидения общественных 
последствий восприятия данного текста.



The Character as Reader 

TADEUSZ SŁAWEK

...blanched over and over by the 
snow of his reading.

W alter B enjam in

Literary character functions within a reality called “text,” but the 
status of- this reality is ambiguous: it is “real” to the degree to which 
it is a material, physical object, but it is fictitious in what it presents. 
Thus, a text is an object which spins off and round certain vague un
reality, certain nothing; it is a way in which this “nothing,” “airy no
thing,” weaves its threads. John Cage’s “I have nothing to say and I am 
saying it...”1 is an appropriate definition of a text. But when a character 
opens his mouth in a text somebody else’s mouth must have opened 
before. This “somebody” cannot be easily described as the author but 
can only be referred to as Saying. It is the character that in a conspi
cuous way makes us aware that speaking is not our own. It is not we 
who speak, it is not the author who speaks, finally it is not the charac
ter that speaks (as we know that it belongs to the realm of the text 
which is partly real partly unreal but altogether silent). To answer the 
question “who speaks?” we would have to confess “Saying.” The very 
moment when the character begins speaking is of striking importance 
not because of w h a t  he has to say but because he s a y s  it. This is 
when the character shows himself in two manners: he presents himself 
as an essent subjected to our vision, but simultaneously—by way of his 
speaking—he is linked not only with us but with what preceded both 
him and us readers. This power to emerge by way of speaking is called 
by Heidegger Saying (Sage), and it combines the motives of growth

1 J. Cage, Silence (Wesleyan University Press, 1961), p. 109.



and emergence, showing and letting appear of something which we do 
not own, but where we belong.

The moving force in Showing of Saying is Owning. It is what brings all 
present and absent beings each into their own, from where they show them
selves in what they are, and where they abide according to their kind.2

Reflecting upon the character we, necessarily, consider speaking and its 
conditions, i.e. we ask a question “how is the character able to speak?” 
This is also a question of the character’s ontology since, as Heidegger 
prompts, only when we find out “the abode within our nature” that 
we “may be capable of being those who speak.”3

Descriptive passages hide the same problem, but there it is veiled 
in the pretence of the objectivity of scenery, the simplicity of a world 
which “simply is;” words uttered by the character are somebody’s 
words already singled out from the background. It is within the charac
ter’s voice that we begin to hear the text which otherwise is “the elo
quent silence of mute greatness.” In descriptions the world is mute 
because, no matter how strange they are, we have the feeling that the 
world would somehow exist anyway, that it has already been spoken, 
uttered; the voice of the character reveals what has not been sounded 
yet, and the words, even if utterly flat or nonsensical, come as reve
lation. Narration re-presents the world as simply “there;” a character’s 
speaking reveals the world as surprisingly new and of uncertain, un
warranted status. Such a speaking brings things to language not in the 
sense of sheer expression or representation but of unconcealment.

Then ‘bring to language’ means: to raise into words firsts of all what has 
previously never been spoken, and to let appear through saying what has so 
far been hidden.4

What is allowed to appear? We could answer: the necessity to speak 
which is inexpressible otherwise than in language. The character shows 
that not only at the end of language there is more language (a lesson 
of Nietzsche and deconstruction), but that before language there is 
nothing but language. This Ur-language is referred to by Heidegger as 
“listening” which necessarily precedes speaking in a sense that you 
have to listen to language say things, listen to the unspoken, to be able 
to speak yourself. As the philosopher puts it:

* M. Heidegger, On the W ay to Language, trang. P. D. Hertz (New York, 1971), 
p. 127.

» Ibid., p. 128.
* Quoted by D. Halliburton, Poetic Thinking. An Approach to Heidegger (Chi

cago, 1981), p. 68.



Speaking is of itself a listening. Speaking is listening to the language which 
we speak. Thus, it is a listening not while but before we are speaking... We do 
not m erely speak the language, w e speak by way of it. We can do so solely 
because w e always have already listened to the language. What do we hear 
there? We hear language speaking.5

In other words, characters in the text not only speak, but they have 
been formed by language, or the saying of language. What is at stake 
then is the ontological status of the character: its foundations are solid 
(because he speaks his region is most withdrawn towards language), 
but at the same time extrem ely volatile (he is invented, fictitious), re
vealed in the unreal speaking of a literary text). On the one hand, the 
character is the actor of language, on the other—the actor of w riting

To make his being more objective, to demonstrate his belonging to 
the reality of gesture rather than to the unreality of reading, the cha
racter may in his cunning wav become himself a reader. It is the 
character turned reader which lies at the centre of this essay. In the 
fifth chapter of Flaubert’s master work Bouvard, and Pecuchet Cl 881), 
the protagonists fascinated by literature become avid readers of Wal
ter Scott and Alexandre Dumas. Shortly afterwards thev are initiated 
into theatrical texts and acting and improvise a little performance for 
M. Bordin:

II s’agenouilla.
— Finissez done!
Oh! laisse-moi dormir et rever sur ton sein,
Dona Sol, ma beauty, mon amour!*

We have cited the final nart of the scene to show the ontological posi
tion of the character. The last 4 lines exemplify the gradation of the 
withdrawal towards language.

First: “il s ’agenouilla.” A descriptive phrase referring to the gestural 
reality of the character, showing its body with regard to other elements 
of the textual (un)reality (he “knelt” rather than “stood” or “walked”). 
Significantly enough the temporal grid is past, i.e. the gesture has 
already been completed and is offered as ready. What the phrase says 
is: the character has a body, it has just performed an action which is 
to convince us of its solidity. It is an objective description which wants 
to convey the tangibility of the body but obviously cannot do it being 
only a part of the textual (un)reality. This is a first, frontal level of 
language in the text. Language pretends to form a physical body. The

5 M. Heidegger, On the Way..., pp. 123—124.
• G. Flaubert, Oeuvres Com pletes (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1964), Vol. 2, 

p. 245.



body does not speak but is, but it is to the degree to which it is written.
Second: “—Finissez done!.” This is a character (M. Bodin) speaking, 

and the hyphon in front of “finnisez” moves us to the level of lan
guage where the problem of reality vs. fiction comes to the fore. While 
“il s’agenouilla” masks its linguisticallity “finnisez done!” does not as 
it is a voice, and hence it is related to the text and, predominantly to 
a human subject. This is a level of language where the character speaks 
in and with his own words thus proving his being by way of speaking 
which, necessarily, implies former listening to the saying of language. 
This is a moment when the character gets and discloses his ontological 
rootedness in Saying (Sage) through which he can become “one of those 
who speak.”

T hird: “Oh! laisse-m oi dorm ir et rever sur ton sein,
Donna Sol, ma beautś, mon am our!”

This is a character’s voice but not his words. Bouvard quotes Hugo’s 
Hernani and thus demonstrates that he himself is a reader. If in the 
second point the character is a master of words, now he is a slave to 
somebody else’s words. One who reads must be one who quotes, and 
who quotes is at the mercy of the quotation. While in “—Finnisez done!” 
the character shows his nature as emerging from the originary Saying 
of language, in the Hugo quotation the character tries to posit his rea
lity by reading, i.e. by using a language already worn out and used. To 
render this in the terminology suggested for this essay we could say 
that in third point we have speaking (the character’s voice) revealing 
not Saying like in “il s ’agenouilla” but only another speaking.

The narrator’s part is somehow “voiceless,” as it aims at re-presenting 
the world. The narrator, by preparing the world for the character, pre
pares a silence for the character’s speaking to appear. Outside this spea
king the world is mute; many things may and do happen but nothing is 
ever spoken. When we look at solid paragraphs of a page we look at 
“the eloquent silence of mute greatness.”

It is the second time we are using this phrase, and obviously it 
begins to usurp an important place in this essay. The formulation ap
pears in “An Outpost of Progress” of Conrad’s Tales o f Unrest (1898) 
as a conclusive part of a certain scenario — the scenario of nothing
ness. Kayerts and Carlier, like Flaubert’s Bouvard and Pecuchet, tor
mented by ennui and like them “unable to see the general aspect of 
things,”7 stranded in the middle of an African jungle are two figures

7 J. Conrad, Tales of Unrest (Penguin Books, 1981), p. 88. All fu rth e r  re feren 
ces accom panied by a page num ber are  to th is edition.



of internal emptiness (“They were two perfectly insignificant and in
capable individuals,” OP 85) acting out their drama in the scenery of 
the overwhelming nothingness. This “nothing” is not an ontological 
foundation like in King Lear (“Cordelia: Nothing, my Lord. Lear: No
thing? Cor.: Nothing. Lear: Nothing will come of nothing,” Act I, sc. 1), 
neither is it involved in the play of the phallus, of the lost and regained 
object like in Hamlet (“Hamlet: That’s a fair thought to lie between 
maid’s legs. Ophelia: What is, my lord? Hamlet: Nothing, Act III, sc. 2). 
The nothing which Conrad dramatically presents in his short story could 
be defined in a Heideggerian way as “inability to dw ell” or “never- 
-dwelling-anywhere.”8

The two men unable to tarry in the environment are paralyzed by the 
sense of void. Thus, “the river, the forest... were like a great emptiness” 
(OP, 88), the brilliant sunshine “disclosed nothing intelligible” (OP, 88), 
“the river seemed to come from nowhere and flow nowither” (OP, 88), 
and the courtyard of the station is “empty” (OP, 89). It is this that 
a w ell known phrase of “the eloquent silence of mute greatness” sum
marizes and concludes. In this silence in which one cannot dwell, the 
book comes as a mark of hope.

The tw o m en understood nothing, cared  for nothing but for the passage of 
days th a t separated  them  from  the steam er’s return . T heir predecessor had 
le ft some to m  books. They took up these w recks of novels, and, as they had 
never read  anyth ing  of the  kind before, they  w ere surprised and am used. 
Then during long days th e re  w ere in term inable and silly discussions about 
plots and personages. In  the cen tre of A frica they m ade acquaintance of Ri
chelieu and of d ’A rtagnan, of H aw k’s Eye and of F a th e r Goriot, and of m any 
other people. All these im aginary  personages becam e subjects for gossip as if 
they had been living friends. They discounted th e ir  v irtues, suspected the ir 
motives, decrided th e ir  successes; w ere scandalized a t th e ir  duplicity  or w ere 
doubtful about th e ir  courage. The accounts of crim es filled them  w ith  indigna
tion, w hile tender or pathetic  passages moved them  deeply, C arlier cleared his 
th ro a t and said in  a soldierly voice, ‘W hat nonsense! K ayerts, his round eyes 
suffused w ith  tears, his fa t cheeks quivering, rubbed his bald head, and decla
red, ‘This is a splendid book. I had no  idea the re  w ere such clever fellows in 
the w orld.’ (OP, 90)

The relationship between the character/reader and his reading brings 
to focus time: it refers to the time of reading not only as particularly 
significant in the individual biography but, first of all, as foregrounding 
time as a problem in itself. The character/reader suffers not only in ti
me but because of time, and it makes us aware that time (“passage of 
days”) involves the most vital question of human existence. Thus, the

8 M. Heidegger, Sein  und Zeit (Tubingen: M ax N iem ayer Verlag, 1957), sec
tions 36 and 38.



two realms one of the reader and the other of the character/reader 
seem to belong to one “central problematic of ontology [which] is 
rooted in the phenomenon of time.”9 This experience of the fundamental 
value of time can be brought about by other activities, but it is reading 
which, through its privacy, links it with the theme of loneliness. The 
place where Kayerts and Carlier peruse the classics of European lite
rature is “cut off from the rest of the world” (OP, 84).

Another lonely reader in the book that Michel Foucault calls 
“a monument to meticulous erudition”10 sits in front of his cabin an a top 
of a mountain flooded by memories of the lost past and bored presense. 
The first words of St. Anthony in Flaubert’s text are: “Encore un jour! 
un jour de passć!”11 We also easily recognize the same scenario of “mu
te greatness” in the opening section of La Tentation de saint Antoine 
which prepares a setting for the act of reading. There is even a river, 
like in Conrad’s story, which disappears in the distance, the river who
se name when read in French and English simultaneously marks not 
only topography but also nothingness: “le Nil semble fair un lac...”. 
Kayerts and Carlier are locked between the jungle they do not under
stand and memories of civilization; Saint Anthony is surrounded by 
stones and an abyss and obssessed by temptations which reenact the 
past. Man, when facing time, chooses reading.

Conrad’s protagonists escaped toward the book because they were 
unable to tarry with the world; Saint Anthony makes an effort to tarry 
but is rejected. He marches towards a pack of jackals that have clim
bed his rock (“comme il est joli! je voudrais passer ma main sur son 
dos...”).12 When the jackal disappears what remains is loneliness and 
time as ennui, i.e. not as a container in which we live but as the empty, 
abysmal foundation of being (“Quelle solitude! Quel ennui”). Loneliness 
and time mark the hour of the book and character/reader. For the 
latter it is also the hour of life. Opening the Bible St. Anthony is 
guided by hope (“du courage, relevons-nous!”), and the passages he 
quotes some from the Life of Apostles. Similarly, reading introduces 
excitement into the lives of Kayerts and Carlier. For the character/ 
/reader in Conrad’s story a text does not exist as a text but only as 
reality. Kayerts and Carlier read themselves into the books but instead

9 M. Heidegger, Being and T im e, trans. J. M acquarrie and E. Robinson (Black- 
well, 1962), p. 40.

10 M. Foucault, Language, C ounter-m em ory, Practice, transl. D. Bouchard 
(New York, 1977), p. 89.

11 G. F laubert, O uvres Completes..., Vol. 1, p. 523.
12 Ibid., p. 525.



of remaining inside that which they read, they read themselves 
through the texts and emerge on the other side of “reality” back in 
“unreality.” T h e y  are trying to assume a more affirmative stance as to 
their being by remaining free from the confines of the texts they read, 
but because they are unable to keep what Iser calls “a moving view
point which travels along inside that which is to be apprehended,”13 
then they necessarily became bad readers. They prove their own reality 
against the “unreality” of the texts but since the texts are treated as 
chunks of the real world the whole undertaking is bound to fail. Thus, 
for Kayerts and Carlier, like for Bouvard and Pecuchet, “all imaginary 
personages became subjects for gossip as if they had been living 
friends.” The character/reader confirms his reality by reading more 
fiction and comprehending it in terms of “reality.” Thus, the “reality” 
of the character/reader is the excess of fiction.

Reading is then inscribed in a peculiar situation: it comes in the 
absence of the pleasure of living somehow as a mode of coming to terms 
with it (as if the pleasure of living were to be replaced by the pleasure 
of the text), but it immerses the reader in fiction which, when turned 
into “reality” becomes only more deadly kind of fiction. This fiction is 
deadly because it is not recognized as fiction; it disposes of “imaginary 
personages” as if they were living. To do that it is necessary for the 
reader to stand firmly outside, to assume an immovable point of view  
from which an “imaginary personage” can become a subject of reflec
tion. This, in turn, is possible only if instead of, as Iser puts it “wan
dering inside that which is to be apprehended,” we see a character and 
“reality” in the text as ready made, completed and finished. Kayerts 
and Carlier read perspectivally, but that means that they stand at 
a distance from the text, somehow abstract in from its nature as a text 
and see the “reality” in the text without understanding the reality of 
the text.

The point of view from which the text is looked at is that of a re
pertoire of knowledge which guarantees a common ground upon which 
a fictitious character and a character/reader could meet. Hence, Pecu
chet recit Fedra “en se detournant, haletait pour marquer de l ’emo- 
tion.”14 What in Flaubert is played on the level of physical gesture and 
its signs, in Conrad belongs to a set of codified moral respones: “The 
account of crimes filled them with indignation, while tender... passages 
moved them deeply.”

18 M. Iser, The A ct of Reading. A Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore 
and London: The John Hopkins University Press, 1978), p. 102.

14 G. Flaubert, Oeuvres..., Vol. 2, p. 245.



The C haracter aś Reader

This distantiality (Abstdndigkkeit) and averegness (Durschnittlich- 
keit) are most characteristic features of what Heidegger calls das Man, 
the sphere which through its anonymous pressure confirms the “rea
lity” of the world. Das Man is this mysterious who which “is not this 
one, not that one, not oneself, not some people, and not the sum of them 
all.”15 This neuter who is “reality” of prescribed moods and responses 
which supply answers to all questions. The world as “reality” is neuter, 
an indifferent object which I scrutinize from the distance guaranteed 
by the stock formulae of common sense.

Through the distantiality of their reading Kayerts and Carlier de
pend on the Other (the fictitious characters of Dumas, Cooper, Balzac), 
but this dependence is sanctioned by the degree to which the character/ 
/reader belongs to the sphere of “they,” the territory of the accepted 
and received thought models. By participating in it the character/rea
der dependent on the (fictitious) Other at the same time scrutinizes and 
subjugates it (he “discounts,” “suspects,” “decries”). The Other becomes 
less of a subject and more a lesson in subjection. As Heidegger notes 
in 27 section of Sein und Zeit, "... this distantiality which belongs to 
Being-with, is such that Dasein... stands in Subjection (Botm assiykeit) 
to Others. It itself is not; its Being has been taken away by the 
Others.”16

We see then that the character/reader is himself a subject dependent 
on the Other (when he confirms his reality through reading), but he 
also becomes the Other of the characters in the text when he starts 
evaluating them from the point of view of the accepted, shared thought 
models. The character/reader affirms his “reality” through the fictitious 
Other, but he can do so only when he speaks as a part of the neuter 
world of “they,” since only as such he can pass judgment on the “ima
ginary personages.” He makes himself real by depriving them of their 
imaginary status and thus turning them also into actors of “publicness” 
(“they,” das Man) who also condition his reaction to other imaginary 
characters, etc. Kayarts and Carlier as characters/readers are suspended 
in a movement from the subject to subjection. Fictitious characters 
from their readings are subjects, but “subjects for gossip.” To become 
such a subject means to be subjected to a set of thought and world mo
dels in which we are passed along the well established route of commu
nication. The character/reader unable to differentiate between a reality 
in the text and a reality of the text must necessarily open the discourse

15 M. Heidegger, Being and Time..., p. 164.
18 Ibid., p. 164.



of what Heidegger calls “idle Talk” (Gerede) in which we do not com
municate

...in such a way as to let the entity be appropriated in a primordial manner, 
but ... rather by following the route of gossiping and passing the word along. 
What is said-in-the-talk as such, spreads in wider circles and takes on an au
thoritative character. Things are so because one says so.17

Walter Benjamin describes such a subjection of the Other in a more 
down to earth terms in his reflections upon inflation. Having diagnosed 
the loss of the freedom of conversation he goes on to claim that

If it was earlier a matter of course in conversation to take interest in one’s 
partner, this is now replaced by inquiry into the price of his shoes or his 
umbrella. Irresistibly intruding on any convivial exchange is the theme of the 
conditions of life, of money. What this theme involves is not so much the 
concerns and sorrows of individuals, in which they might be able to help one 
another, as the overall picture. It is as if one were trapped in a theatre and 
had to follow the events on the stage whether one wanted to or not, had 
to make them again and again, willingly or unwillingly, the subject of one’s 
thought and speech.18

Such a subjection, if we follow the line of Heidegger’s analysis, brings 
about a paradoxical swerve which again leaves us where we started. 
Reading, which for the character/reader is a mode of showing his rea
lity, results in a situation where to achieve this goal the character/rea
der, unable to distinguish between the realities in and of the text, has 
to find a common territory for the “real” and the “fictitious.” This is 
the sphere of “they” which, however, turns out to be bereft of the 
authentic existence. We go into the text looking for “reality” and 
emerge on the other side of the text with as little “reality” as we had 
at the beginning.

This brings us back to the question of void so strongly present in 
Conrad’s text. In his masterful analysis of “idle Talk” Heidegger notes 
that it “is constituted by just such gossiping and passing the word 
along. A process by which its initial lack of grounds to stand on be
comes aggravated to complete groundlessness.”19 Thus, Carlier’s “as if” 
speaks to us on two levels. One is the level of the character/reader who 
tries to bridge the gap between the real and the fictitious, and thus to 
become more real himself. The other is the level of ontology which 
convinces us that this manouver has to remain an illusion of being, as 
it resides in the inauthentic, groundless existence of “they.”

17 Ibid.. p. 212.
18 W. Benjamin, One W ay Street and Other W ritings, transl. E. Jephcott, 

K. Shorter (London, 1979),p. 57.
19 M. Heidegger, Being and Time..., p. 212.



These two implications of the “as if” continue in the last sentence 
of the quoted passage. Kayerts formulates his reading tastes: a book is 
good if it enlarges his knowledge. This enlargement, however, is of 
a special kind—it has to be wrapped in the aura of surprise (“I had no 
idea... they were surprised”). The nature of this surprise is to uncover 
something that one did not know before and to put this acquisition in 
the system of one’s knowledge. In other words, surprise is a discovery 
of a certain gap in my knowledge and its immediate and complete fil
ling up. Both Kayerts and Carlier are amazed to the point of full un
derstanding, hence Carlier’s conclusive “What nonsense,” and Kayerts 
equally firm “I had no idea there were such clever fellows in the world.” 
That is another way in which the character/reader affirms his reality: 
there are things he does not know of but, once discovered, they are 
fully grasped and mastered. This mode of being is described by Hei
degger as “curiosity” (Neugier) and characterized as one which “does 
not seek the leisure of tarrying observantly, but rather seeks restless
ness and the excitement of continual novelty... To be amazed to the 
point of not understanding is something in which it has no interest.”20 

The character/reader is then involved in a series of operations. If he 
cannot distinguish between a reality in the text and a reality of the 
text then he sets out to prove his reality by the “Irreality” of the text 
(I exist while the “imaginary personages” I am reading about do not) 
but this can be done by drawing the characters into the orbit of thought 
models, i.e. into the sphere of “they.” This is dominated in turn by the 
mechanisms of curiosity “for which nothing is closed off,” and idle 
Talk “for which there is nothing that is not understood.” All these 
strategies result in a guarantee of life that the character/reader is pro
vided with, the guarantee of a “life” which supposedly, is genuinely 
lively.”21

But reading is also a matter of a certain setting. It never takes 
place in a void and if it does, as in Conrad’s story, obviously this void 
is meticulously described and topographically located. In both Flau
bert’s novel and “An Outpost of Progress” reading is definitively mis
placed: Moliere is mixed with Hugo in a setting which is a chaos of an
cient history, geology and domestic bourgeois pretence.

Des araignees couraient le łond des m urs e t les specim ens geologiques encom- 
b ren t le sol avaient blanchi de leu r poussierre le velours des fauteuils. On 
ćtala sur le moins m alpropre un torchon pour que Mme Bordin pu t s’aasseoir.2*

20 Ibid., p. 216.
11 Ibid., p. 217.
22 G. F laubert, Oeuvres..., Vol. 2, p. 245.

4 D is c o u rse  a n d  C h a r a c te r



Carlier’s and Kayert’s reading is no less displaced: “In the centre of 
Africa they made acquaintance of Richelieu and of d’Artagnan, of 
Hawk’s Eye and the Father Goriot...” To sum up: reading stands out. 
It does not participate in the world but alienates itself from it.

Such an out-standing reading is a part of a larger problem: the ina
bility to get to the reality of the text marks the inability to understand 
the world. Bouvard et Pecuchet forms a long list of the episodes illu
strative of the disjunction between the character/reader and the world. 
Carlier and Kayerts “lived like blind men” (88), i.e. unable to read 
“the river, the forest” and “even the brilliant sunshine disclosed no
thing intelligible.” (88).

It is this belatedly Romantic analogy between nature and a book that 
brings to our attention another type of reading. Among numerous 
examples of this reading strategy we have chosen Eichendorf’s novel 
Ahnung und Gegenwart (1815) where in chapter ten we find an image 
of a young boy Friedrich reading a book outdoors:

With such lively, artistic child’s eyes Friedrich flew  through these books as 
well. When between times he looked up from the page, the beautiful circle 
of the landscape shone from all sides into the story, the figures, as the wind 
rustled through the leaves of the book, raised themselves up before him in 
the boundless green quietude and stepped out alive into the shimmering dis
tance... To him who, too lazy and unwilling, feels not the courage to climb 
the golden, loose rungs the secret letter remains eternally dead. And he would 
do better to dig or plow than thus with worthless reading to go idle.*8

The passage speaks of two types of reading: one which is “worthless” 
in its inability to create (“compose with and over the book”), and the 
other which produces both pedagogical and aesthetic effects (we are 
“taught and refreshed”). The character/reader in Einchendorf’s novel 
represents “good” reading, and our task now is to define what is at 
stake in this experience. Again a territory upon which certain decisions 
must be made is that of “reality” and “fiction.” Friedrich is aware that 
he is reading and seems to be totally immersed in this activity: the 
external landscape does not interfere with what happens in the text. 
But unlike in case of Bouvard and Pecuchet and Carlier and Kayerts 
reading is not alienated from the world, it does not stand out as an area 
of understanding subjected to “they” opposing the unintelligible world 
(“eloquent silence of mute greatness”). A book is a place of transition 
for the powers of landscape and the powers of aesthetics: the world

28 J. Eichendorf, Werke, W. Rasch, ed. (Munich, 1966), p. 629.



“shines into the story,” and the figures “step out alive” from the pages 
of the book. The question to ask is how it is possible for the landscape 
to saturate the story and what it means to say that literary characters 
appear in the world. Both answers hinge upon the word “distance.” 
“The circle of landscape” is indefinite and necessarily distant. Accor
ding to Novalis the romantis is inextricably associated with “distant 
mountains, distant events... and Actio in distans.”24 The character/rea
der in Eichendorf exemplifies the movement of into and out of and is 
himself a place between the two transgressions against the boundary 
separating “reality” and “irreality.” These transgressions take place in 
the distance and the theatrics of reading is the romantic drama of dis
tance as it “should be thought of as a great painting where, in addition 
to figure and movement in more substantial groups, the surroundings 
of the persons are also depicted, not merely the nearest, but also a sig
nificant perspective into the distance...”25 What the character/reader 
does, if his reading is not to be worthless, is participating in distance. 
The distance has to do with the extensiveness of space but, first of all, 
with the openness, with the “boundless green quietude.” This limitless, 
open stillness of the green is the element of good reading because by 
appearing between the text and the world it suspends the boundary 
between the real and the fictitious. It is the stillness which “shines” 
into the story, and the stillness which receives and admits the imagi
nary personages. The admittance is not of the appropriating type: it 
does not impose ready made outlines of things but rather blurs them 
in a wavering, faint light. The light which holds sway in the distance 
is “shimmering.”

All these features of “good” reading (transgression against the boun
dary real/irreal, disclosing the distance, uncertain light which questions 
rather than establishes shapes) are the characteristics of the Open which 
Heidegger traces in Rilke:

... “Open” means something that does not block off because it does not set
bounds. The Open is the great whole of all that is unbounded... The Open
admits... To admit means to draw in and to fit into the unlightened whole
of the drawings of the pure draft.*'

24 Quoted in Novalis, Schriften, P. Kluekhohn, ed. (Stuttgart, 1960—1975), Vol. 3,
p. 281.

15 A. W. Schlegel, Kritische Schriften and Brief e, E. Lahner, ed. (Stuttgart,
1962—1974), Vol. 6, p. 112.

28 M. Heidegger, Poetry, Language, Thought, transl. A. Hofstadter (New York, 
1971), pp. 106—107.



Thus, the distance necessary for good reading is also the power to draw 
things into the orbit of reading, to relate them to one another and to 
the Open. It is significant that the Open certainly refers to nature, but 
much more profoundly it describes a radical mutual involvement of the 
text in the world and vice versa. If nature in Eichendorf’s passage is 
not disintegrated and atomized into particular elements of scenery but 
is subsumed in a phrase the “boundless green quietude” then the mo
tivation behind it is that the world as the Open is much more than mere 
nature. It is not reduced to positions for topographical locations of 
things but shown as the environment, i.e. as what surrounds us and 
in-volves us. The world regains its aroundness, as Heidegger puts it.27 
What shines into the story is the “beautiful circle of the landscape.”

We are beginning to see a vital difference between good and worth
less reading. The latter flattens the world and changes it into a mere 
scenery through its inability to remain in the vague, its claim to under
stand all; in bad reading there is no traffic between the world and the 
text but a mere imposition of the former upon the latter. Good reading 
is founded upon the movement of into and out of which involves all 
objects of the world and text and necessarily brings them into relation 
which allows for the unsaid and mystery. While the light in Conrad’s 
tale is “brilliant sunshine” in which things “appeared and disappeared... 
in an unconnected and aimless kind of w ay” (88), lighting in Eichen
dorf’s passage is bereft of any specific source and becomes the “shim
mering distance.” Another type of difference is revealed by a supposed 
aliveness of characters in the texts which the character/reader peruses. 
For Kayerts and Carlier protagonists of Balzac and Dumas are “as if” 
alive (“as if they had been living friendes”); the narrative voice in 
Eichendorf’s novel states flatly that they are alive (“raised themselves 
before him... and stepped out alive.”) In a word, what is at stake in the 
discussion of good and bad reading is the status of AS. This however 
opens the question of understanding of which AS is a fundamental ele
ment.

The “as” makes up the structure of the expliciteness of something that is
understood. It constitutes the interpretation.18

The development of understanding traced by Heidegger in 32 section 
of Sein und Zeit makes AS inevitable, but its appearance can be veiled 
in two ways. First, it is concealed in the obvious character of perception

17 M. Heidegger, Being and Time..., p. 147.
28 Ibid., p. 189.



which allows us to see a table as a table and a door as a door, but 
which hides AS in the accessibility of the object. Second, we may co
ver it up with analysis, formal statements or assertions which would 
expound something as something, point it out. What is simply in the 
world (ready-to-hand) is now blocked off, immobilized and “definitely” 
understood as this or that. In most general terms

In dealing with what is environmentally ready-to-hand by interpreting it 
circumspectively we see it as a table, a door..., but what w e have thus inter
preted need not necessarily be also taken apart by making an assertion which 
definitely characterizes it.*9

Bouvard and Pecuchet, as well as Kayerts and Carlier, are immersed in 
worthless reading because they turn  what is read into something about 
which assertions have to be made. And since the assertion is inherently 
linked with “the guidance of the point of view which fixes that with 
regard to which what is understood is to be interpreted,”30 the charac
ter/reader has to necessarily make use of the sphere of publicness. They 
read and have to merely understand all from the fixed point of view 
of “they.” Their AS belongs to the category which Heidegger calls 
“apophantical as” which radically veils the understanding of a thing 
by overinterpreting it through the imposition of “a pointing out which 
gives something a definite character and which communicates.”31

Good reading exemplified by Eichendorf’s character/reader Friedrich 
does not block off a thing as something, does not provide it with uniform 
meaning to be used ready made and present-at-hand. Good reading brings 
the reader, the text and the world together and shows them as standing 
in mutual reference relations. Things are seen circumspectively, i.e. 
they emerge as already understood and thus do not await new meanings 
imposed upon them, meanings which would single things out as this or 
that.

To say “circumspection discovers” means that the world which has already 
been understood comes to be interpreted .®2

In other words, bad reading interprets a thing as something because 
claiming total understanding it has not seen a thing as understood; 
good reading interprets a thing as understood, sees it circumspectively, 
does not transform ready-to-hand into present-at-hand and, thus, as

29 Loc. cit.
Ibid., p. 191.

31 Ibid. p. 199.
82 Ibid., p. 189,



ontologically rooted is called the “existential-hermeneutical as.” Hence, 
if the world at the end of worthless reading dissolves into void, in good 
reading it comes to dwell in “the boundless green quietude.”33

** This essay, although different in its general methodology, relates to se
veral important statements concerning the nature of reading. For instance Janusz 
Lalewicz’s characterization of literature as texts the understanding of which can
not be achieved in terms of empirical reality but only in the categories of meta
phorical reference bears all resemblance to the distinction between a "good” and 
“bad” reading (J. Lalewicz, Komunikacja językowa i literatura (Wrocław: Osso
lineum, 1975), pp. 100—116). In full awereneps that an important question of the 
relationship between narrator and character has not been given due attention in 
this essay we may draw the reader's interest to an inspiring article by A. Oko- 
pień-Sławińska, “Relacje osobowe w literackiej komunikacji” (in Problemy teorii 
literatury, H. Markiewicz, ed. (Wrocław: Ossolineum, 1976)) where the remarks 
concerning the character’s ignorance of the very fact of his being also acquire 
ontological meaning. The speaking character is positioned on such a level with 
regard to his ontological closeness to Saying, while his ignorance of narration is 
the equivalent of the silence of narration that the speaking character knows 
nothing of but to which he' inevitably must relate.

Tadeusz Sławek

POSTAĆ JAKO CZYTELNIK 

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł podejmuje problematykę postaci literackiej w jej ontologicznych u- 
warumkowaniach. Podstawy ontologiczne, na których wspiera się konstrukcja po
staci w  tekście, są solidne: postać mówi, a zatem jest zakorzeniona w języku, 
który wedle Heideggera jest prawdziwym “domem istnienia.” Z drugiej strony 
jednak postać jest tworem bardzo kruchym: jest przecież bytem fikcjonalnym
i stale musi bronić swej trwałości wobec zewnętrznej rzeczywistości. Postać 
w tekście posiada jakby kształt fizyczny (rzeczywistość swego ciała i związanych 
z nim gestów) ale równocześnie realizuje się poprzez czytanie, czynność, która 
obdarza ją byciem intencjonalnym. Artykuł zajmuje się specyficznymi sytuacjami 
w  tekstach (Flauberta Bouvard i Pecuchet, Conrada Placówka postępu oraz 
Eichendorfa Ahnung und Gegenwart), w których postać literacka sama jest czy
telnikiem innych tekstów literackich. Opierając się na założeniach filozoficznych 
Martina Heideggera, poddano analizie tematykę “dobrego” i “złego” czytania oraz 
ontologiczne konsekwencje obydwu czynności.



Тадеуш Славек

ПЕРСОНАЖ КАК ЧИТАТЕЛЬ 

Р е з ю м е

В статье рассматривается проблематика литературного героя в ее онтологи
ческих обусловленностях. Онтологические основы, на которые опирается кон
струкция персонажей в тексте, солидны: персонаж говорит, т. е. укоренился 
в языке, который по Хейдетгеру является настоящим “домом существования.” 
Однако с другой стороны персонаж является очень хрупким созданием, потому 
что это вымышленный быт и он постоянно должен бороться за свое сохранение 
по отношению к внешней действительности. В тексте персонаж имеет как 
бы физическую форму (действительность своего тела и  связанных с ним 
жестов), однако одновременно реализируется путем чтения, действия, которое 
обдаривает его интенциональным бытом. В статье рассматриваются специфи
ческие ситуации в текстах (Флобера Bouvard, et Pecuchet, Конрада Placówka  
postępu  и Эйхендорфа A chnung und Gegenwart), когда литературный герой сам 
является читателем других литературных текстов. Опираясь на философские 
принципы Мартина Хейдеггера, автор анализирует тематику “хорошего” и “пло
хого” чтения и онтологические последствия обоих действий.



“Money buys lands, and wives are sold by fate”: 
Characterization by Culture and Gender 

in The Merry Wives of Windsor

TREVOR JOSCELYNE

If the suggestion that The Merry Wives of Windsor was a royal com
mission for a specific, court occasion is true, then the dramatic text 
constitutes a great irony.1 For the text exposes with considerable cla
rity those tensions between classes and cultures which contributed to 
the eruption of the English Revolution a generation later. Of all Sha
kespeare’s comic plays, this text (for which the evidence suggests a date 
between 1597 and 1602) appears to depict life in late Elizabethan Eng
land with the greatest social realism. In part, this results from the 
tex t’s operation according to the conventions of citizen comedy. These 
conventions displace from the centre of the stage the interest of roman
tic comedy in the trials by which young love eventually overcomes the 
obstacles established by age and materialism and replace it with a fo
cus on m arital and extra-m arital relationships which are closely con
nected with, even conditioned by, materialism. When this text is com
pared with others in the same genre by contemporaries of Shakespeare, 
it may appear that it retains in its multiple-plot structure and comic 
climax a greater equality between the adulterous intrigues focussed on 
the m arital status of Mrs Ford and Mrs Page and the romantic comedy 
narrative centred on Anne Page. However, even here I shall seek to 
demonstrate that the motivations and intrigues of the Anne Page plot 
are permeated by questions of money and class and constitute no sim
ple, ficional rejection of social convention and material reality.

In locating the action in Windsor, the text provides one of the few 
settings apart from London—the location of the vast majority of citizen 
comedies—where all classes of society from the humble domestic ser

1 For this suggestion, see H. J. Oliver’s “Introduction” to the Arden Shake,s- 
peare edition of The Merry Wives of Windsor (London, 1971), p. vii. All quota
tions are from this edition,



vant to the courtier (or courtier manque—Falstaff) may be made to rub 
shoulders. While it is true that the central action of the play is located 
in the bourgeois milieu of the Page/Ford households and in the small 
town ethos of Windsor, this dramatic world points to wider horizons in 
a way that suggests a microcosm of the social fabric of England. The 
citizens of Windsor and the neighbouring lesser gentry are not only 
exposed to the different culture of the courtier as embodied in Falstaff: 
but, their parson is Welsh; their physician is French; and their inn-kee- 
per is even cheated by a passing German duke. Within the comic con
ventions employed, the wider horizons and the increased social mobility 
available to English provincial society in the late sixteenth century 
are realised and problematised in this text.2

The action of the play opens on an issue of social conflict resulting 
from the invasion of the world of Windsor, its social structure and 
value-system, by the figure of Falstaff—the courtier, knight and soldier 
of fortune. Social historians have analysed English society during this 
period in terms of a broad shift from a feudal to a capitalist economy. 
Relevant features of their arguments here are the failure of income 
from land (the feudal elite’s source of wealth) to keep pace with inflation 
and other forms of income generation, unless extremely well managed, 
and the pursuit of court office under the centralised Tudor and Stuart 
monarchies which demanded an extravagant life-style. At the same time, 
the raison d’etre of the noble and knightly classes’ social position, their 
military function, was threatened by developments in the technology 
of warfare and the assertion of centralised, monarchical power.3 Such 
social developments, though not always systematically studied, were 
evident to Shakespeare’s contemporaries. Sir Thomas Wilson, writing 
on the state of England in 1600, stated that “gentlemen, which were 
wont to addict themselves to the wars, are now for the most part grown 
to become good husbands and know as well how to improve their lands 
to the utterm ost as the farm er or countryman.”4 He continued by ana
lysing the downward social pressure that thus operated to the detriment, 
and even extinction, of the yeoman class. Yet, Wilson also analysed 
a contrary upward pressure from the sons of affluent yeomen with

2 On increased social mobility in England in this period, see L. Stone, “So
cial Mobility in England 1500—1700,” Past and Present, No. 33 (1966), pp. 16—55 
and A. Everitt, “Social Mobility in Early Modern England,” in the same volume, 
pp. 56—73.

3 See L. Stone, The Crisis of the Aristocracy 1558—1641 (Oxford, 1965), esp. 
pp. 21—64, 129— 198, 199—223, 385— 504, and the peerage, but his arguments can 
be extended to sections of the gentry.

4 F. J. Fisher ed., The State of England 1600 by Sir Thomas Wilson, The
Camden Society, Third Serie,s LII, Miscelany, Vol. 16, p. 18.



social aspirations: “my young masters the sons of such, not contented 
with their states of their fathers... must skip into his velvet breeches 
and silken doublet and, getting to be admitted into some Inn of Court 
or Chancery, m ust ever after think scorn to be called any other than 
gentlemen.”5 Such conflicts of class and culture results from a traditio
nal, stable and hierarchical society being confronted by the instability 
of social mobility, both upward and downward, and by the ambivalence 
and inevitable tension of a situation in which function, status and 
wealth are not neat accord.

Justice Shallow’s complaint against Falstaff (“you have beaten my 
men, killed my deer, and broke open my lodge” 1.1.103—4) is seen not 
merely as an attack upon Shallow’s property, but upon his honour and 
status. As a local Justice of the Peace, Shallow can be seen as a repre
sentative of the country gentry which provided the Crown with an 
unpaid system of social and legal administration in the provinces in re
turn  for a tacit recognition of their social and political privilege at the 
local level. In terms of Prof. Stone’s analysis of the hierarchy of status 
in English Renaissance society, Shallow and his kinsman are drawn 
from group 4: the lesser or parish gentry.6 Falstaff, though only a knight, 
by virtue of his court association exercises a power and claims 
a status—illegitimately in his case—greater than that of even the coun
try  elite. This might be the straightforward representation of a social 
reality. Prof. Stone specifically states: “At Court, a knight from the 
lower gentry like Sir Walter Raleigh ranked higher in status, wielded 
more power, and might even enjoy a larger income than a backwoods 
earl...”7 Thus the nature of Falstaff’s characterization and the actions 
attributed to him in the dramatic narrative, while comic, constitute 
a courtly attack on provincial privilege. It was to be the attem pts of the 
early Stuarts, especially Charles I, to extend royal prerogative into the 
local level of administration that would provoke such hostility among 
large sections of the provincial gentry and bourgeoisie and result in the 
polarisation in the 1620s and 1630s of two cultures, identified by later 
historians as Court and Country.8

Although in the play world of The Merry Wives of Windsor the 
threat to Shallow’s property and honour is located in the figure of 
a single, aberrant courtier, his response to the incident expresses social

* Ibid.
8 L. Stone, “Social Mobility...,” p. 18.
7 Ibid., p. 22.
8 See, for example, C. Hill, The Century of Revolution 1603—1714, second 

edition (London, 1980), pp. 57—62 and P. W. Thomas, “Two Cultures? Court and 
Country under Charles I,” in The Origins of the English Civil War, C, Russell, 
ed. (London, 1973), pp. 168—93.



affront. Although he is not titled, Shallow (and his companions) insist, 
in a passage of comic, linguistic corruption, on his gentle birth and his 
historic right to bear arms.

Shallow: ... If he were twenty Sir John Falstaffs, he 
shall not abuse Robert Shallow, Esquire.

Slender: ... a gentleman born, Master Parson, who writes 
himself “Armigero” in any bill, warrant, quit
tance, or obligation—“Armigero”... All his 
successors, gone before him, hath done’t, and 
all his ancestors, that come after him, may: 
they may give the dozen white luces in their 
coat.

Shallow: It is an old coat.
Evans: The dozen white louses do become an old coat 

well; it agrees well, passant; it is a familiar 
beast to man, and signifies love.

Shallow: The luce is the fresh fish; the salt fish is 
an old coat. (1 .1 .2—21)

While the pun on luces/louses undermines the gentry concern with rank 
and arms, the association of the louse with love and the puns on salt 
(lascivious) and coat/cod (genitals) initiates the linking within the text 
(and in social reality) between patterns of sexual/marital relationships 
and of broader social relations. When Falstaff is challenged with his 
wrongs by Shallow, he mocks: “But not kissed your keeper’s daugh
ter?” (1.1.105). This is merely a passing jest, but it anticipates that Fal- 
staff’s assault on the honour and status of the Windsor community will 
be conducted, according to comic convention, in amatory terms.

Falstaff’s plot on the honour of the Windsor wives is an act of fi
nancial as well as sexual aggression and it raises within the text issues 
of culture determined by gender as well as by social class, for it pits 
male against female as well as courtier against bourgeoise. Within the 
Windsor community male discourse presents women in terms of money. 
The desirability of woman is signified by the money she brings in m ar
riage, as when Justice Shallow and Parson Evans seek to arouse inte
rest in Slender for the bourgeois heiress, Anne Page:

Evans: ... There i<3 Anne Page, which is daughter to Master 
Thomas Page, which is pretty virginity... as just 
as you w ill desire: and seven hundred pounds of 
moneys, and gold, and silver, is her grandsire 

upon his death’s bed ... give ...
Slender: Did her grandsire leave her seven hundred pound?
Evans: Ay, and her father is make her a petter penny.
Shallow: I know the young gentlewoman; she has good gifts.
Evans: Seven hundred pounds, and possibilities, is good 

gifts. (1.1.41—58)



Snne Page, whose situation will be explored more thoroughly later, is 
signified as prospective bride not by her personal qualities and charac
teristics but by her sexual and financial status: virginity and wealth.

Similarly, Falstaff—whose intent is not marriage but adulterous 
liaison—conceives the wives of Windsor as a source of sexual and fi
nancial pleasure for male delectation. Having acknowledged to his crony, 
Pistol, his financial distress (“I must cony-catch; I must shift”—1.3.31— 
2), Falstaff elaborates the scheme which is the spring of the plot:

Briefly, I do mean to make love to Ford’s wife. I spy 
entertainment in her: she discourses, she carves, she 
gives the leer of invitation ... the hardest voice of 
her behaviour, to be Englished rightly, is, “I am Sir 
John Falstaff’s” ... Now, the report goes she has all 
the rule of her husband’s purse; he hath a legion of 
angels. (1.3.40—50)

The pun on “purse,” signifying vagina in Elizabethan English as well 
as money-bag, unites the courtly threats to bourgeois property and 
chastity represented by Falstaff.9 The notion of economic as well as 
sexual exploitation is expounded when Falstaff extends the plot to Mrs 
Page.

... she bears the purpe, too: she is a region in Guiana, 
all gold and bounty. I w ill be cheaters to them both, 
and they shall be exchequers to me: they shall be my 
East and West Indies, and I w ill trade to them both ... 
we w ill thrive, lads, we w ill thrive. (1.3.64—70)

In an age of nascent overseas empires, the image is a blatant one of 
colonial exploitation in which bourgeois women are equated with na
turally rich but politically unprotected territories open to the plunder 
of aggressive colonial nations (like England). The Windsor wives are 
perceived this wav in Falstaff’s male, courtier discourse by virtue of 
both their sex and their social class. But, given the conditions imposed 
on women by marriage in Renaissance England, the threat is conceived 
as one to male property as well as to female honour.

While Master Page treats the threat posed to his marriage and pro
perty lightly and rests assured in the aggressive “honesty” of his wife, 
Ford is stereotyped as the jealous husband, consumed by an obsessive 
fear of cuckoldry. (See 2.1.173—80). This characterization of Ford as 
the stereotypical jealous husband is subjected to an interesting exami
nation by the plot when Ford comes to Falstaff as Brook, the would-be

9 See E. Patridge, A Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English, eighth 
edition, P. Beale, ed. (London, 1984).



seducer of Mrs Ford, in order to ascertain whether Falstaff does intend 
to or has succeeded in dishonouring his wife. This disguise as Brook 
fragments the character of Ford into two dimensions: the husband, in
tent on preserving his wife’s (and his own) honour, and the seducer—the 
bogey figure that his obsessive fear of cuckoldry perhaps reveals to be 
part of his psyche.

Interestingly, when casting himself in the role of seducer and crea
ting the fiction of his attempted seduction of Mrs Ford, he presents the 
narrative in terms of the mercenary purchase of love. As Brook, he 
claims that he has “not only bought many presents to give her, but 
have given largely to many to know what she would have given... But 
whatsoever I have merited, either in my mind or in my means, meed 
I am sure I have received none, unless experience be a jewel, that 
I have purchased at an infinite rate...” (2.2.192—9). When asked by Fal
staff to indicate the “quality” of his love, he replies by means of an 
analogy to the ownership of property, so conveying his possessive at
titude to Mrs Ford: it is—“Like a fair house built on another man’s 
ground, so that I have lost my edifice by mistaking the place where 
I erected it” (2.2.209—11). At the same time, Ford is bribing Falstaff 
with money to seduce his wife, so that Falstaff becomes the extension 
of the seducer’s role that Ford has assumed by disguise. Ford is given 
the rather curious argument that, if his wife were to succumb to Fal- 
staff’s advances, she would be more accessible to his suit (as Brook). 
When Falstaff questions the masochistic nature of the argument, Brook 
replies:

0  understand my drift: she dwells so securely on the 
excellency of her honour that the folly of my soul dares 
not present itjself; she is too bright to be looked against.
Now, could I come to her with any detection in my hand,
my desires had instance and argument to commend themselves;
1 could drive her then from the ward of her purity, her 
reputation, her marriage-vow, and a thousand other her 
defences which now are too strongly embattled against 
me. (2.2.233—42)

Ford’s discourse has shifted from images of purchase, commercial 
transaction and property ownership to those of warfare, depicting an 
inexorable battle between the sexes. The male is depicted as the aggres
sor, attempting to take a citadel by assault, while the female is pictured 
defending her bodily chastity and social honour. Such imagery had 
become commonplace in the depiction of amatory relationships in the 
sixteenth century, but it has its origin in feudalism and the social con



text of the medieval courtly love convention.10 This is significant since, 
in the text, Ford’s insecurities are characterized as being social as well 
as psychological. Once again this is made evident through the plot de
vice of Ford’s disguise as Brook, which is more revelation than conceal
ment. Brook gives the following reasons for Falstaff’s putative success 
w ith Mrs Ford: “you are a gentleman of excellent breeding, admirable 
discourse, of great admittance, authentic in your place and person, ge
nerally allowed for your many war-like, court-like, and learned prepa
rations” (2.2.217—21). Although the picture is flattering and false, it is 
significant that it depicts Falstaff as the epitome of the courtier, with 
all those courtly accomplishments and privileges which conferred sta
tus in Elizabethan England. Falstaff furthers the class antagonism when, 
suggesting to “Brook” that he has already established an assignation 
with Mrs Ford, he denigrates Ford socially to his own face:

Hang him, mechanical salt-butter rogue! I w ill stare him 
out of his wits; I will awe him with my cudgel: it shall 
hang like a meteor o ’er the cuckold’s horns. Master Brook, 
thou ,shalt know I w ill predominate over the peasant, and 
thou shalt lie with his wife. (2.2.267—72)

Convinced of this, Ford expresses in a prose soliloquy of obsessive and 
comic jealousy his male, bourgeois concept of his ownership of his wife’s 
body and honour:

See the hell of having a false woman: my bed shall be 
abused, my coffers ransacked, my reputation gnawn at, 
and I shall not only receive this villainous wrong, 
but stand under the adoption of abominable terms, and 
by him that does me this wrong. (2.2.280—5)

While the emphasis here appears to be on the male fear of social and 
sexual ridicule, once again sexual and monetary terms, “bed” and 
“coffers,” are closely associated, revealing financial terms as a meta-lan
guage for women and thus exposing Ford’s male and bourgeois concept 
of property, which extends even to his wife.

The revenge-plot of the Windsor wives thus serves the purpose of 
vindicating woman’s honour not only in the face of courtly seduction, 
but all forms of male aggression—including possessive jealousy. As 
Mrs Ford observes after Falstaff’s despatch in the aptly-named buck- 
-basket to face a ducking in the Thames, “I know not which pleases me 
better, that my husband is deceived or Sir John” (3.3.164—5). The ho

10 See, for example, C. S. Lewis, The Allegory  o/ Love  (Oxford, 1936), pp. 2—3 
and note Wechssler’s phrase “feudalisation of love.”



nesty of women is set against the dishonesty of men: it is manifested 
in theix open, frank, yet chaste conduct in contrast to the sexual and 
social deviancy of men. Falstaff’s letter of seduction attempts to mis
construe the conduct of the wives, to remodel their behaviour in male 
terms, as well as to flatter by offering to the lady the services of 
a knight:

You love sack, and so do I; would you desire better 
sympathy? Let it suffice thee, Mistress Page—at the 
least, if the love of a soldier can suffice—that I 
love thee. I w ill not say pity me—’tis not a soldier
like phrase—but I say love me—By me,

Thine own true knight,
... etc. (2.1.8—14)

One could compare Falstaff’s presentation of the conduct of the Wind
sor wives in 1.3.35—55.

In contrast to the males, who are characterised throughout as being 
in social and sexual conflict with one another, the Windsor wives de
monstrate a sisterly co-operation in rejecting the social and sexual aggres
sion of Falstaff. The la tter’s images of grand colonial exploitation are 
rejected in terms that expose them as sheer piracy:

Mrs Page: ... unless he know some strain in me that
I know not myself, he would never have boarded 
me in thip fury.

Mrs Ford: “Boarding” call you it. I’ll be sure to keep 
him above deck.

Mrs Page: So w ill I: if he come under my hatches, I’ll 
never to sea again. (2.1.84—9)

Of course, these images of maritime conflict are also riddled with 
sexual innuendo. The concept defended by the women is their “honesty” 
which, extending beyond chastity and fidelity to a general sense of 
virtue and honour, becomes characterized in the text as a quality asso
ciated with the bourgeoise. It is denied to men: “I will find you twenty 
lascivious turtles ere one chaste m an” (Mrs Page, 2.1.77—8). And it 
is unknown to the knightly class: “These knights will hack” (Mrs Pa
ge, 2.1.49—50).

Interestingly, the basis of this female and bourgeois conception of 
right social and sexual conduct has a religious basis in the sacrament 
of marriage. The conflict between purely social values on the one hand 
and religious and ethical absolutes on the other is presented in a dis
cussion between the two women, in which linguistic shifts foreground 
the issues. The underlining is mine



Mrs Ford: O woman, if it were not for one trifling 
respect, I could come to such honour!

Mrs Page: Hang the trifle, woman, take the honour. What 
is it? Dispense with trifles—what it is?

Mrs Ford: If I would but go to hell for an eternal moment 
or so, I could be knighted.

Mrs Page: What? Thou liest! Sir Alice Ford? These knights 
will hack; and so thou shoudst not alter the 
article of thy gentry.

The whole argument is focussed on the momentary social and sexual 
temptation versus the eternal punishment of “dishonesty” and is con
centrated in the semantic contradiction of “eternal moment.” I have 
underlined “honour” and “respect” to emphasize how the text inter
rogates these terms, opposing social honour to moral honour and res
pect’s neutral sense of consideration to respect borne to husband and 
to God. Likewise the verb “to knight” is rendered ambivalent by the 
text, with the sense of to confer the title of knight being undercut by 
the sexual innuendo of to be mounted by a knight. The moral and so
cial topsy-turveydom of male, courtly values is finally realised in the 
ludicrous title, Sir Alice Ford, which reveals the break with social and 
sexual decorum, the affront to society’s values implicit in Falstaff’s 
proposition, and the falseness of his “gentry” in contrast to that of the 
bourgeoisie.

In the female discourse of the wives of Windsor, Falstaff becomes 
characterized as a potentially diabolic as well as a ludicrous threat. He 
is “a Herod of Jew ry” (2.1.20) and “as slanderous as Satan” (5.5.155), 
His conduct is signified by the love-song Greensleeves and not “the 
hundred Psalms” (2.1.60—1). Mrs Ford thinks that a fit punishment 
for him is one that evokes an image of hell-fire: “I think the best way 
were to entertain him with hope till the wicked fire of lust have melted 
him in his own grease” (2.1.64—6). And, after his final discomfiture, 
Mrs Page asks him: “... do you think we would... have given ourselves 
without scruple to hell, that ever the devil could have made you oui 
delight?” (5.5.147—51). Yet, while agreed upon revenge, the Windsoi 
wives are conscious that their plots must not exceed the limits prescri
bed by their “honesty”: “I will consent to act any villainy against him 
that may not sully the chariness of our honesty” (Mrs Ford, 2.1.95—6) 

The three revenge plots perpetrated by the wives on Falstaff are 
a demonstration of the “putting down of men” by bourgeoise honesty 
for which Mrs Page wanted to exhibit a bill in parliam ent (2.1.28—9), 
In the first, in which Falstaff is tipped into the Thames with the dirty 
linen from the appropriately named buckbasket, male ardour is quite 
literally dampened. This incident, narrated not enacted in the plot.



unifies the text in several respects. It looks back to Mrs Ford’s descrip
tion of Falstaff as “this whale, with so many tuns of oil in his belly, 
ashore at Windsor” (2.1.62—3). With Ford’s entrance—as the buck-bas- 
ket exits—picking up obsessively the term  “buck,” it anticipates the 
final Herne’s Oak episode and reinforces the concept of cuckoldry 
(3.3.145—6). Falstaff’s later comic account of the incident also revivifies 
the idea of damnation as a fit punishment for transgressing the m ar
riage sacrament; but, this time the hell is a watery one:

... if the bottom were as deep as hell, I should drown.
I had been drowned but that the shore was shelvy and
shallow—a death that I abhor ... (3.5.12—5)

Falstaff’s departure to this fate follows his courtship of Mrs Ford in 3.3. 
in which he attem pts to seduce her from bourgeois honesty with the 
glitter of a courtly life-style, symbolized in the opposition of “a plain 
kerchief” to “the ship-tire, the tire-valiant, or any tire of Venetian ad
m ittance” (3.3.51—3). Falstaff woos in an idiom that deploys the com
pliments of courtly convention (“the right arched beauty of the brow,” 50) 
and the syntax of courtly discourse: “I see that thou w ert if Fortune 
(thy foe) were—not Nature—thy friend” (3.3.58—9). His act, however, 
does not have its desired effect because, unbeknown to him, it is being 
contextualised by the comic scenario arranged by the Windsor wives. 
His courtly gallantry is exposed as perfidy and cowardice by the ala
crity with which he ignominiously hides himself in the buck-basket at 
the approach of Master Ford (3.3.125—6).

The dramatic text increasingly foregrounds the importance of com
mand of the social act in relations between the sexes and signifies it by 
“acting” and “plays” within the play. The second act of revenge on 
Falstaff, like the first, is engineered by creating a dramatic situation, 
that of the overhearing scene—a convention of Elizabethan drama. Fal
staff, lured a second time to Mrs Ford’s house, is again made to over
hear the threat of Ford’s approach from Mrs Page’s lips. This time, he 
is induced to adopt the disguise of “the fat woman of Brainford,” the 
aunt of Mrs Ford’s maid. This disguise is clearly a plot contrivance of 
the farce genre; but, in this unlikely transvestite role, Falstaff—the 
male aggressor—becomes the victim of the verbal and physical abuse 
directed by male discourse and male society at elderly, ugly women 
who serve no male purpose. In their manipulation of the trick, the wi
ves can be seen to be directing the instrum ent of male violence towards 
women back upon the male aggressor. Both jealous, tyrannical husband 
and the socially-superior seducer, two ogres of female consciousness, 
are being made to serve Mrs Ford’s turn  and their power is being exor-

5 Discourse and Character



cised by the virtue of the honest woman and by the comedy generated 
in the text. Ford is rendered ridiculous by his jealous and unfounded 
suspicions of his wife and his manic emptying of the laundry basket, 
while Falstaff is verbally and physically abused. Ford denounces the 
figure that Falstaff assumes as:

A witch, a quean, an old cozening quean ... She works 
by charms, by spells, by th’figure, and such daubery 
as this ... Come down, you witch, you hag, you; come 
down, I say! (4.3.158—65)

Subsequently Falstaff is mercilessly beaten out of the house to the 
accompaniment of terms such as “w ith,” “baggage,” “polecat,” and 
“runnion.” While this episode, which is enacted, is characteristic of the 
release of aggression in farce, it also draws strength from the social 
reality of the treatm ent of “witches” in England around 1600.11 It is 
significant that Ford’s male discourse conceives the old woman as de
vilish, just as female discourse had perceived the elderly rake as dia
bolic.

The episode totally vindicates Mrs Ford as “the honest woman, the 
modest wife, the virtuous creature” (4.2.118—20) and prepares the way 
for the reconciliation of husband and wife on the basis of mutual trust 
in the marriage vows. The Windsor society, whose value-system is 
symbolized by harmonious marriage, had been disrupted by the out
sider figure, Falstaff, and the threat posed by him. That society, male 
and female, now comes together in a coordinated plan to shame the 
courtier-adventurer publicly. Since the culmination of that plan also 
constitutes the climax of the plots centred on the prospective marriage 
of Anne Page, it is necessary to examine the significance of those nar
ratives before discussing the final denouement.

As we saw earlier, the two pre-requisites of a desirable marriage in 
male terms are united in Anne Page and comprise her “good dowry” 
and “pretty  virginity.” Marriage is discussed as an economic transaction 
in which the woman and dowry, with all their rights, are transferred 
from father to bridegroom—in the match proposed w ith Slender in 
return  for “a hundred and fifty pounds jointure” (3.4.48—9). This offer 
is made not by the boobysuitor himself, but by his older kinsman, 
Shallow. The full economic cynicism of the offer is realised when it is 
spelt out that a jointure was “a sole estate limited to the wife, to take 
effect upon the death of her husband for her own life.”12

11 See K. Thomas, Religion and the Decline of Magic (London, 1971), 
pp. 552—567.

12 Shorter Oxford Dictionary.



Not only does the dramatic language of the text mediate the social 
reality and the economic base of Elizabethan marriage, but it also ex
ploits the comic possibilities of the contemporary debate concerning 
parental and kin influence in the choice of marriage partners. Evans, 
the parson, and Shallow, the senior kinsman, seek to ascertain whether 
Slender can direct his affection towards acquisition of a “good dowry”:

Shallow: ... Will you upon good dowry, marry her? ...
Can you love the maid?

Slender: I w ill marry her, sir, at your request; but if 
there be no great love in the beginning, yet 
heaven may decrease it upon better acquaintance, 
when w e are married ... if you say “Marry her,”
I w ill marry her; that I am freely dissolved 
and dissolutely. (1.1.208— 31)

The text exploits Slender’s malapropisms to open up a vein of cynical 
observation on marriage in general and arranged marriage in particular. 
Notwithstanding their comic exploitation, the plots concerning the three 
suitors for Anne’s hand investigate the contemporary patterns of selec
ting a marriage partner. The debates within the text on the choice of 
marriage partner inevitably colour the audience’s reception of the post- 
-marital intrugues and vice-versa.

Social historians have drawn attention to the importance of the con
ventions controlling the selection of marriage partners on account of 
their influence in determining the character of marriage and the nature 
of familiar relations. Lawrence Stone, in particular, has identified most 
precisely within this area the changing nature of the English family (as 
far as the middle and upper classes. are concerned). From the last de
cades of the sixteenth century, he traces a shift away from the “open 
lineage family” of late feudal society, where “marriages were arranged 
by parents and kin for economic and social reasons with minimal con
sultation of the children” to the “restricted, patriarchal, nuclear family,” 
where parental power over the choice of marriage partners remained 
absolute, but a right of veto was granted to the prospective marriage 
partners.13 Stone focussed on the seventeenth century as the period 
which saw the critical break-through in familiar relations from deferen
ce and patriarchy to the rise of affective individualism.

Some historians, while recognizing the value of Stone’s broad outli
nes, have seen the position as less rigid than he suggests. Keith Wright- 
son, in particular, has demonstrated that the authors of “conduct

13 See L. Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England 1500—1800, abrid
ged and revised edition (Harmondsworth, 1979), pp. 69— 146. Stone’s argument is 
summarised by K. Wrightson, English Society 1580— 1080 (London, 1982), p. 70.



books” at the tu rn  of the seventeenth century presented a more complex 
and ambivalent situation. He cites William Perkins, Fellow of Christ’s 
College, Cambridge, as maintaining that the parental duty might be 
exercised either by providing matches for children or by advising chil
dren on the suitability of prospective partners. Wrightson also quotes 
Bishop Barnes of Durham as saying that “yonge folkes by the lawes of 
God may not m arry without consent of their parents,” but without im
plying that parents should choose the marriage partners for their chil
dren.14

Within the tex t of The Merry Wives of Windsor, the contemporary 
debate concerning roles and rights in the selection of marriage partners 
is dramatized in the division between parents and daughter over the 
suitable choice for Anne Page. Her father favours a marriage with 
Slender and thereby links w ith the local elite, the lesser or parish 
gentry. Marriages between bourgeois heiresses and the local gentry, 
especially younger sons, were not uncommon.15 By such marriages, the 
bourgeoisie attained gentility and the gentry acquired the financial 
means to maintain it. Anne’s mother, though, prefers a marriage with 
the wealthy professional man, Dr Caius. Anne herself chooses the attrac
tions of youth in the form of the prodigal young gentleman, Fenton, 
who has wasted his estate. In class terms, the match she proposes in 
not unlike that favoured by her father, except that Fenton’s gentility 
is manifest solely in his qualities and no longer in his land. The fol
lowing passage of dramatic dialogue presents succinctly the dilemma 
posed in the text by Anne’s prospective marriage. W ithin the passage, 
Anne continues to be contextualised in monetary terms, both by her 
father and by Slender. The latter obediently seeks parental approval; 
Dr Caius advances—somewhat narcissistically—the claims of love; and 
the Host provocatively raises the prospect of Master Fenton. The Host, 
through his association with festivity, projects a marriage based on 
youthful vigour and opposed to materialism—but his view is quickly 
quashed by Page.

Slender: ... we have appointed to dine with Mistress Anne, 
and I would not break w ith her for more money 
than I’ll speak of ... I hope I have your good 
w ill, father Page.

Page: You have, Master Slender, I stand wholly for 
you. But m y wife, Master Doctor, is tor  you 
altogether.

14 K. Wrightson, English Society 1580—1680..., p. 72.
15 In fact, L. Stone, “Social Mobility in  England 1500—1700...,” pp. 34—35, ar

gues that it was probably the commonest method of upward movement for 
gentlemen.



Caius: Ay, be-gar, and de maid is love-a me: my 
muxish-a Quickly tell me so much.

Host: What say you to young Master Fenton? He capers, 
he dances, he has eyes of youth; he writes 
verses, he speaks holiday, he smells April and 
May. He w ill carry’t ...

Page: Not by my consent, I promise you. The gentleman 
is of no having: he kept company with the wild  
Prince and Poins. He is of too high a region; 
he knows too much. No, he shall not knit a knot 
in his fortunes with the finger of my substance; 
if he take her, let him take her simply; the 
wealth I have waits on my consent, and my consent 
goes not that way. (3.2.49—71)

Even access to Anne is conditioned by the cash nexus, for Mistress 
Quickly, Caius’s housekeeper, as well as ostensibly forwarding her mas
ter’s suit is also undertaking to help Slender (1.4.31—2) and receiving 
money from Fenton to urge his case (1.4.149—50).

For his part, Fenton, the gentlemanly and prodigal lover acknowle
dges that it was the potential of Anne’s wealth for repairing his estate 
that first attracted him. This form of attraction is to be found in the 
gentlemen heroes of comedy throughout the seventeenth century. The 
problem that the comic tex t has to resolve is how to reconcile economic 
necessity to the new demands of affective individualism. In 3.4. Fenton 
advances the claims of his love, arguing that he now prizes the “very 
riches” of Anne’s own value above “stamps in gold or sums in sealed 
bags,” while Anne continues to urge conformity to parental blessing. 
In his discourse, Fenton seeks to separate out the “self” of Anne from 
the money by which she (and woman generally) is signified in the text 
and so to break with the values of the dramatic world in which he is 
located. Likewise, Anne—although she urges obedience to parental ap
proval—is prepared to plan an elopement and thereby a break with the 
society and culture of the Windsor actualized in they play, should pa
rental consent be irrevocably witheld.

Fenton: I see I cannot get thy father’s love;
Therefore no more turn me to him, sweet Nan

He doth object I am too great of birth,
And that my state being gall’d with my expense,
I seek to heal it only by his wealth;
Besides these, other bars he lays before me—
My riots past, my wild societies—
And tells me ’tis a thing impossible 
I should love thee but as a property.



Anne: Maybe he tells you true.
Fenton: No, heaven so speed me in my time to come!

Albeit I w ill confess thy father’s wealth  
Was the first motive that I woo’d thee, Anne,
Yet, wooing thee, I found thee of more value 
Than stamps in gold or sums in sealed bags;
And ’tis the very riches of thyself 
That now I aim at.

Anne: Gentle Master Fenton,
Yet seek my father’s love; still seek it, sir.
If opportunity and humblest suit
Cannot attain it, why then—hark you hither!
(3.4.1—21)

Significantly, Anne’s plan is not articulated here, so preventing this 
figure from having overtly to contradict or disobey parental wishes. 
Her rejection of patriarchal authority and its material values is given 
indirect expression in an aside on her father’s choice, Slender: “O, what 
a world of vile ill-favour’d faults/Looks handsome in three hundred 
pounds a year!” (3.5.32—-3). In the dramatic discourse of the text, the 
error of parental choice is signified by Slender’s inability to woo for 
himself, except at the promptings of his kin and in compliance to such 
influence. In response to Anne’s explicit question: “what would you 
with me?,” Slender can only acknowledge:

Truly, for mine own part, I would little or nothing 
with you. Your father and my uncle hath made motions.
If it be my luck, so; if not, happy man be his dole!
They can tell you how things go, better than I can.
You can ask your father ... (3.4.59—64)

This passivity on Slender’s part is immediately contrasted with Fen
ton’s active pursuit of parental approval: first from Master Page, who 
bluntly refuses, and then from Mrs Page. Fenton makes his claim to 
woo Anne in terms of a m ilitary metaphor as befits a gentleman:

Good Mistress Page, for that I love your daughter 
In such a righteous fashion as I do,
Perforce, against all checks, rebukes and manners,
I must advance the colours of my love,
And not retire. Let me have your good will. (3.4.76—80)

In response to this suit, Mrs Page adopts the stance on parental influ
ence advocated by the more enlightened courtesy books of the period 
(see above):

I will not be your friend or enemy.
My daughter w ill I question how she loves you,
And as I find her, so am I affected. (3.4.87’—9)



Despite this golden and unmaterialistic mean, the pervasive presence of 
mercenary considerations in match-making remains in the figure of 
Quickly, who acutely extorts money from Fenton for her “pains” in 
having brought this change of heart about. After Fenton’s departure, 
Quickly reveals her lack of scruple as match-maker:

I w ill do what I can for them all three, for so I 
have promised, and I’ll be as good as my word, but 
speciously for Master Fenton. (3.4.103—6)

The final malapropism is not inappropriate and Quickly is revealed 
here, in her role of match-maker, as an extension of the male world in 
treating Anne as a commodity to be matched and m arried for everyone’s 
convenience but her own.

The presentation of the young woman as merely the projection of 
parental wishes on the one hand and the object of economic desires on 
the other comes to full signification in the Herne’s Oak episode. This 
incident also constitutes the final punishment of Falstaff’s “dishonesty” 
and so unites the multiple plot in a single, complex climax. Such a pre
sentation of Anne is conveyed by a simple but effective use of the ves- 
tim entary code. In the fairy pageant, by which Falstaff is to be shamed 
publicly before the Windsor community for his libidinous, extra-m arital 
lusts, Anne is to impersonate the Fairy Queen (although this role is ac
tually taken later by Quickly). Fenton explains to the Host both the 
main narrative of the stratagem to be practised by the Windsor commu
nity on the interloper knight and the hidden plots within it between 
members of that society. Fenton recounts how Anne has been instructed 
by her father to elope with Slender a t the height of the Herne’s Oak ri
tual, while her mother has arranged for Dr Caius to carry her off at the 
same moment (4.6.34—44). Her father has arranged for her to be dressed 
in white as a means of identification, while her m ather has selected the 
colour green for the same purpose. Anne’s own intention, as revealed 
by her suitor, is to deceive both father and mather and to elope with 
Fenton himself. Page has established not only a vestimentary code to 
signify his daughter but also a linguistic one, the appropriately childsh 
“mumbudget” since his intention is to convey her by parental authority 
to the childish Slender. In fact, Shallow doubts Slender’s intellectual 
competence to remember even this simple password and advises him to 
rely on the colour coding: “The white will decipher her well enough” 
(5.2.9—10).

Although in performance Anne has clearly to be dressed in some 
other colour, the text makes distinction between the signification of 
false brides merely by their external trappings (equivalent to the money



by which women are signified in the male discourse of the text) and 
Fenton’s selection of Anne’s true self. The two deluded suitors, for their 
part, appear to object to their false brides (impersonated by boys) as 
much on the grounds of class as gender:

Slender: I came yonder at Eton to marry Mistress Anne 
Page, and she’s a great lubberly boy. If it 
had not been i’th’church, I would have swinged 
him. If I did not think it had been Anne Page, 
would I might never stir—and ’tis a post
master’s boy,! (5.5.183—8)

and

Caius: ... By gar, I am cozened: I ha’ married
un garcom, a boy; un paysan, by gar; a boy; 
it is not Anne Page; by gar, I am cozened.
(5.5.203—5)

i

In modern productions, there is usually a clear distinction between the 
young actress selected by Fenton and the “lubberly” transvestite boys 
chosen by Slender and Caius—and that constitutes one kind of theatri
cal joke. In the Elizabethan theatre, with a youth playing Anne Page, 
the text would appear to draw more attention to the means of signifi
cation. In that context, distinguishing Anne Page as her true self from 
her economic and social signs becomes a finer distinction.

I t is left to Fenton, the right chooser, to read the moral lesson. The 
m arried pair, their status assured by the sacrament, return  to seek 
pardon and a parental blessing—albeit an enforced one: “What cannot 
be eschew’d must be embraced” (5.5.234). Fenton declares Jo Page: “You 
would have married her most shamefully/W here there was no propor
tion held in love” (5.5.218—9) and his argument that Anne has avoided 
“A thousand irreligious cursed hours/Which forced marriage would have 
brought upon her” (226—7) is endorsed by the chaste conclusion imposed 
on Falstaff’s amours by the Herne’s Oak episode.

The entire treatm ent of that episode emphasises the attention 
drawn by the text to its own semiotics as a means of pointing to the 
processes of social and sexual signification in society. For, whereas to 
this point the text has operated primarily within the realistic conven
tions of citizen comedy, the masque-like drama enacted by the Wind
sor community to punish Falstaff effects a transformation of the dra
matic mode of the text. This transformation is prepared by the appea
rance of Falstaff wearing the buck’s head in accordance with the terms 
of his assignation. The mythical allusions of his discourse reinforce his 
presentation as an embodiment of the bestiality of aggressive male de



sire. The archetype of his situation is Jupiter, abusing his social, sexual 
and even spiritual superiority by enacting bestial rapes:

Now, the hot-blooded gods assist me! Remember, Jove, 
thou wast a bull for thy Europa; love set on thy horns.
O powerful love, that in some respects makes a beast a 
man; in some other, a man a beast. You were also,
Jupiter, a swan for the love of Leda. O omnipotent 
love, how near the god drew to the complexion of a goose!
A fault done first in the form of a beast: O Jove, a 
beastly fault! And then another fault in the semblance 
of a fowl... When gods have hot backs, what shall poor 
men do? For me, I am here a Windsor stag, and the fat
test, I think, i’th’foreist. (5.5.2—13)

The employment of a masque-like dramatic mode a t this point in the 
text, albeit in a comic form, permits the text to signify the punishment 
of dishonesty explicitly. Evans, Pistol and Quickly as leaders of the fai
ries (boys of Windsor) subject Falstaff, “a man of middle earth,” to 
a trial by fire to test his chastity. Inevitably, Falstaff fails the test and 
is declared: “Corrupt, corrupt, and tainted in desire!” (5.5.91). This 
declaration is a cue for the fairy song which begins: “Fie on sinful fan
tasy, (Fie on lust and luxury!” (94—5) and for the torment of pinching 
that accompanies it. Falstaff tears off the buck’s head, now ironically 
transformed into a symbol of shame—the cuckold’s horns that he 
would have imposed on others: “Falstaff’s a knave, a cuckoldy knave; 
here are his horns” (111—2). His public shame before the Windsor com
munity is complete.

However, the masque was a courtly form directed to the celebration 
of courtly values. In part, this comic masque may serve that purpose 
by exposing sin and exorcising the values of the false knight. In this way, 
it could be seen to endorse the values of true knighthood embodied in the 
motto of the Order of the Garter, the highest order of English chivalry: 
Honi soit qui mal y pense (Evil be to him who evil thinks). The Order, 
whose centre was and is Windsor, and its motto are cited by Quickly as 
the Fairy Queen (5.5.57—73) and thus the episode could be read to en
dorse the social hierarchy and the values of gentility. But it must be 
remembered that this masque is enacted not by courtiers but by the 
Windsor community. Even if the failure of Quickly, Evans and Pistol to 
attain the courtly and ethereal mode constitutes much of the humour 
of the episode, nonetheless from their humble position they humiliate 
a knight, whose title is not matched by the “gentle” behaviour it should 
signify. Bourgeois virtue is vindicated and the gap between courtly 
pretensions and courtly conduct exposed. A generation later the court



masque itself came to represent “sinful fantasy” and “lust and luxury” 
to many members of the bourgeoisie and gentry. At this point, there is 
still faith in the Elizabethan ideal of a stratified yet harmonious society 
in which the knight sits down w ith the burgher and the bourgeoisie and 
the knight both mock one another (5.5.171—3). The revenge plots of 
bourgeoise on knight and courtier on citizen can still be dismissed as 
“sport” to be laughed over by a country fire (5.5.238—40). The con
clusion to the play thus appears to endorse not only a normative view 
of the social stratification of Elizabethan society but, w ith the return 
to the stage of the newly m arried Fenton and Anne, to assert the ro
mance view of marriage unconditioned by social and economic conside
rations. In a sententious, epigrammatic couplet, the figure of Ford 
appears to point the moral of the piece on the place of materialism and 
love:

In love the heavens themselves do guide the state;
Money buys lands, and wives are sold by fate. (5.5.229—30)

It should be remembered, though, that in the narrative Ford has only 
recently been re-converted to the power of love and perhaps speaks 
therefore with the zeal of the born-again convert. At any rate, the mer
cenary term  “sold” undercuts the notion of marriages made in heaven.

Without doubt, the text as a whole investigates those material and 
social influences upon the selection of marriage partners that featured 
in contemporary debate and that gives the lie to Ford’s pat formula. 
More importantly, the text highlights those conflicts of culture that 
within a generation would make a comedic resolution such as this im
possible. In the process, the text exposes the materialist and sexist 
values that underlay and continue to underlie the presentation of wo
men in male discourse.

Trevor Joseelyne

“WIĘZY MIŁOŚCI W NIEBIE PRZEZNACZONE,
ZŁOTO—MAJĄTKI, A LOS DAJE ŻONĘ”:

KULTURA I PŁEĆ W WESOŁYCH KUMOSZKACH Z WINDSORU

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł jest próbą odejścia od tradycyjnej interpretacji komedii Szekspira 
w  duchu romantycznej komedii miłosnej i odczytania jej jako dokumentu, którego 
retoryka oraz wątki akcji ukazują materialistyczne wartości zdominowujące spo



łeczność początkowego okręgu ekspansji kolonialnej. Jak  udowadnia autor, sche
m at wartości owego społeczeństwa umieszcza w centralnym miejscu uprzywilejo
waną kategorię materialnej, kulturowej i erotycznej dominacji mężczyzny, który 
czyni z kobiety przedmiot ideologicznych operacji pozbawiających ją jej auten
tyczności. Ukazano także, jak dyskurs kobiety doprowadza do kompromitacji 
uprzywilejowany ideologicznie system wartości, obnażając jego szowinistyczny 
charakter.

Тревор Джослин

“MONEY BUYS LANDS, AND WIVES ARE SOLD BY FATE”: 
КУЛЬТУРА И ПОЛ В КОМЕДИИ В ИН ДЗОРСКИЕ П Р О К А ЗН И Ц Ы

Р е з ю м е

В настоящей статье сделана попытка отойти от традиционной интерпретации 
комедии Шекспира в духе романтической любовной комедии и подойти к ней 
как к документу, риторика и мотивы действия которого указывают на ма
териальные ценности, завладевшие обществом в начальный период колониаль
ной экспансии. Как доказывает автор, схема ценностей этого общества на цен
тральном месте помещает привилегированную категорию материального, куль
турного и эротического доминирования мужчины, который делает из женщины 
предмет идеологических операций, лишающих ее своей аутентичности. Автор 
показывает также, как дискурс женщины приводит к компромитации идеологи
чески привилегированную систему ценностей, обнажая ее шовинистический 
характер.



Anguish and Exhaustion: Fowles’s 
and Hawthorne’s Studies in Scarlet

PIOTR DZIEDZIC

‘If I leave here I leave my shame. 
Then I am lost.’ She reached up 
and touched a branch of the hawt
horn.

(FLW, 157)1

The past, in the famous words of L. P. Hartley, is a foreign country. 
They do things differently there, and this, we might add, applies to 
story-telling as well. Both The French Lieutenant’s Woman and The 
Scarlet Letter  are novelistic ventures into the past. The former, written 
in the 1960’s, is a trip to mid-Victorian England; the latter, produced 
a century earlier, is set in the seventeenth-century Puritan  New Eng
land. From the point of view of narrative strategy the two books dif
fer very considerably. While The Scarlet Letter , for all its uniqueness 
and subversiveness, is a nineteenth century romance set in the seven
teenth century, Fowles’s book is a deliberate attem pt to evoke the past 
in partial compliance with the narrative conventions of that particular 
period. It is a twentieth-century Victorian text which not only never 
forgets about its strange status but gets from it some of its narrative 
drive. As the Fowlesian narrator is always involved in a tug of war 
between this side of his multiple personality which longs for the anti
quated pleasures of omniscience and completeness, and that which con 
no longer adhere to such reassuring illusions, the text of The French 
Lieutenant’s Woman is a playground for competing visions and styles. 
The world of which Fowles’s book tells is constantly being referred to 
the world to which its narrative voice belongs—so that the past in the
--------------------------------------  - J

1 J. Fowles, The French Lieutenant's Woman (Triad/Granada, 1983). All sub
sequent references are noted in the text within parentheses.



novel is “permeated” with the future. No such radical experimentation 
takes place on the narrative level of The Scarlet Letter. Although the 
book was seen by some of Hawthorne’s contemporaries as excessively 
self-conscious (“Hawthorne invites his readers too much into his study, 
opens the process before them. As if the confectioner should say to his 
customers, ‘Now, let us make the cake’ ”2 —complained Emerson) The 
Scarlet Letter  is certainly not a metafictive text. But, similarly to The 
French Lieutenant’s Woman, it IS a story in which the future invades 
the past, sometimes also in the form of direct comments remindful of 
the differences between the two epochs.

At the centre of each novel is a very remarkable woman. Hester 
Prynne, proudly wearing her scarlet badge of shame, and Sarah Wood
ruff, the defiant “scarlet woman of Lyme” {FLW , 107) are “women 
with a past.” More importantly, they are in possession of secrets far 
ghastlier than those which concern their unhappy love-lives. And even 
though in the eyes of the society they are “sinners,” each of them lap
ses into a mode of thinking which renders the very concepts of sin and 
repentance questionable. In consequence, they become exiles in their 
own epochs, provocatively different aliens from the country of the fu
ture. Furthermore, like any prostitute of prophet, they threaten to 
spread the disease among those respectable citizens of the present who 
might fall victim to their wicked charms.

Both women are placed in societes characterized by what has been 
variously described as totalizing, holist, or integrative outlook. The world 
as perceived by American Puritans was a highly ordered whole foun
ded upon the theocentric, allencompassing system of Christianity, and 
cemented not only by the zeal and sense of duty shared by the popula
tion of New Jerusalem but—perhaps more im portantly—by the hierar
chical, authoritarian character of its social organization. The integrity 
of the Puritan Society was protected by the “men of rank, on whom 
their eminent position imposed the guardianship of the public morals” 
(SL 181)3. The word “public,” as it points to the importance assigned 
to conformity with socially imposed roles, is crucial in this context. 
Compliance with social roles does not, however, necessarily imply hy
pocrisy. As long as the player manages to identify oneself with the role 
completely (thus, for example, Bellingham and Wilson) his/her inte
grity and “authenticity” are not in danger. But it certainly does imply 
blinkered vision, an excessive reliance on shape and contour, an epis- 
temology rigid and simplistic.

* M. Cunliffe, The Literature of the United States (Penguin, 1982), p. 110.
8 N. Hawthorne, The Scarlet Letter and Other Tales (Penguin, 1970). All sub

sequent references are noted in the text within parentheses.



The New England of which The Scarlet Letter  tells—and Hawthor
ne makes it very clear—is a world in transition. The power and in
fluence are passing from the original settlers (the death of Winthrop) 
to the second generation of Puritans. It is a process accompanied by 
a shift from the relatively humane orthodoxy of the first settlers to the 
darker, more uncompromising attitudes of their sons—a shift sympto
matic perhaps of a certain loss of faith in the validity of their social 
and religious paradigm. Although on a far greater scale, and in an 
infinitely more complicated social and ideological milieu, a similar 
erosion is taking place in the Victorian civilization to which Sarah 
belongs. In  many respects it is already a post-Christian world, a world 
where the old theocentric paradigm is constantly being challenged by 
various aggressive “isms,” offering more or less coherent visions of 
reality. One of them is Darwinism—a theory which, in spite of its in
clusiveness, was to undermine one of the most fundamental assump
tions of the Victorian society: that the world is not only ordered but 
also stable. This, however, was to happen later.

The civilization which Fowles’s book so skillfully evokes is still 
much more disposed to view reality in terms of the Linnean Scala Na
turae than those of Darwinist evolution. It is obsessed “with classifying 
and naming, with fossilizing the existent” (FLW, 47). As we see him 
first, Charles Smithson, like millions of his contemporaries, can read 
into the world “an immensly reassuring orderliness in existence” (FLW, 
47). Looming behind the facade of order and stability is, nevertheless, 
a very different, ever more intrusive reality. Stratification (whether 
geological or social) and role-playing can still keep it under control. 
No longer capable of uniformly subscribing to the theocentric vision, 
enclosed within the protective armour of duty, well-defined roles, 
ranks and “isms”—the Victorian society dreams on.

Thus each of the two novels under consideration deals with the que
stion of desings which man “in (his) flight from real reality” (FLW, 87) 
tends to impose on the world. Let us consider The Scarlet Letter  first.

According to the rules of the society whose “religion and law were 
almost identical” (SL, 77), Hester Prynne has perpetrated a sin and 
a crime. But the notion of “sinful lust” belongs to a larger ordering 
pattern, in  which m aterial things and incorporeal beings, carnality and 
spirituality, the law of man and the law of nature are strictly separa
ted. The constricting or controlling function of the Puritan  “ideology” 
is stressed throughout the book. The allegoric implications of the con
trast between the sternness of those “bearded men, in sad coloured 
garments and gray, steeple-crowned hats” (SL, 75) and the sensual 
beauty of Hester, between the sombre ugliness of the prison-house and



the fragrant loveliness of the rose-bush growing outside it—are obvious 
from the beginning. Hester, like the rose-bush, appears to embody all 
those qualities which threaten to subvert the absolute domination of 
divine fiction over human reality. She stands for softness and imper
fection, for passion and spontaneity. The heart beating in her breast 
seems to be none other but “the deep heart of nature” (SL , 176) and 
her ordeal promises to be that of a “natural” woman, confronted by 
the inhuman artificiality of the male dominated theocracy. Form ver
sus formlessness, feverish structuring activity versus “mindless” intui
tive wisdom, mask versus face? Not quite. For what Hawthorne makes 
clear is that being on the side of the rose-bush and against the prison 
house—a mere shift in value signs—does not amount to any real spiri
tual liberation. It is only if one gets beyond the rigid conceptual frame
work of the Puritan civilization, beyond the binary paradigm on which 
that civilization has been founded, that real liberation becomes possible. 
For A rthur Dimmesdale, the tragic hypocrite eternally oscillating bet
ween mask and face, it is an impossible task. Hester Prynne, however, 
manages to transcend this “either—or” situation. Not unlike Thomas 
Pynchon’s Oedipa Maas, a product of the imagination of a w riter simi
larly obsessed with Puritanism, she learns that excluded middles are 
bad indeed.

By ordering Hester Prynne to wear the letter “A” on her gown, 
the Puritans assign to her a definite role: she becomes an “adulteress.” 
A living reminder of the dangers and temptations besetting every Chris
tian, she is destined to perform a useful function within the accepted 
socio-religious system. And were it so that her interpretation of the 
sign coincided with w hat of the Puritan role-enforcers, Hester, although 
banned to the outskirts of the community, could hardly be regarded 
as an outsider. However, her own interpretation of the letter has no
thing to do with algebra or allegory. Ostensibly allowing others to define 
her by means of a sign, she in fact calls into question the validity of 
any naming or categorizing process based on literal readings and neat 
oppositions. She does so by changing the emblem of shame into a thing 
of beauty, by finding for it a medium which provocatively belies its 
message. Rather than to accept the letter in the spirit of total submis
sion, or discard it and thus confront the Puritans on their own concep
tual ground, she infuses it with ambiguity subversive of their totalizing 
frame of reference. No longer an allegorical representation of adultery, 
the scarlet emblem begins to symbolize the tangle of conflicting forces 
which man is. Dreaming of order and yearning for unmediated, spon
taneous truth, he belongs in nature and culture alike, and yet in nei
ther of them does he feel at home. The desire to identify oneself com



pletely with one of them and thus supress the other is, however, very 
strong. This is what Hester tries to do when, surrounded by “that wild, 
heathen Nature of the forest, never subjugated by human law, nor 
illuminated by higher tru th ” (SL, 220), she throws the stigma away. 
But attaining oneness with nature is equally non-human as turning 
oneself into a Puritan. It is that insight which makes Pearl insist on 
her mother fastening the letter to her bosom again. It is also the same 
intuition which makes Roger Chillingworth tell his wife something 
quite incompatible with the Puritan paradigm: “Ye that have wronged 
me are not sinful, save in a kind of typical illusion” (SL, 191). There 
can be no escape from the human condition except into bad faith. Man 
is a paradox or, to borrow a phrase from Ortega y Gasset, he is an 
ontological centaur. And in the eyes of those who recognize this truth, 
the stigma of shame can transform itself anto a sign of human eman
cipation.

The other malfactress, Sarah Woodruff, also transcends her misery 
by giving it an entirely new meaning. She too, in her own words, in
stead of marrying the man she loves, “marries her shame” (FLW, 153). 
The role she has been assigned by society is essentially the same as 
that of Hester: she is a “sinner.” Spared the necessity of wearing 
a visible sign of fallenness, she is subjected to a similar reduction— 
even though the public opinion is not quite unanimous in their judge
ment. There is certainly a difference between the narrow-minded into
lerance of a Mrs Poultney and the more compassionate attitude of a Mrs 
Tranter. Still, whether “hardliners” or “liberals,” they all remain 
safely within the same conceptual framework characteristic of their 
time and place. Even Dr. Grogan, a Darwinist so contemptuous of the 
prejudice and bigotry of his compatriots, can explain Sarah’s predica
ment only by situating her in another totalizing paradigm—that of 
nineteenth century science. Rather than to impose on her the role of 
the French Lieutenant’s Whore, he prefers to see her as a patient suf
fering from a severe case of obscure melancholia. That her condition 
may be of metaphysical, rather than mental origin, and tha t she may 
in fact be one of the very few truly alert and sane persons in a society 
of blinkered prigs and sleepwalkers, does not even cross his enlightened 
mind.

Again, the main tension in Fowles’s story is that between restraint 
and liberation, between the integrative, fossilizing vision of the Victo
rians and freedom symbolized (chiefly, though not solely) by Ware 
Commons. And again the heroine “close to nature” as she is, feels 
strongly attracted to someone devoted to theory and pattern. Further
more, Sarah also rejects both the alluring but non-human freedom of



“natural m orality” and the comfort resulting from submission to an 
established paradigm; instead she goes in for a far more demanding 
freedom of perpetually choosing her true self, forever on the lookout 
for any possible danger to her “authenticity.” As the Fowlesian narra
tor apportions to her more existentialist awareness and therefore more 
freedom and impenetrability than to anybody else in the book, the 
questions “Who is Sarah?” and “out of what shadows does she come?” 
(FLW , 84) remain unanswered. But then Sarah IS not: She exists and 
in doing so projects herself into the future—from minute to minute, 
from page to page, from day to day. One can only conjecture that, 
similarly to Charles (and unlike A rthur Dimmesdale who, unable to 
transcend the pull of opposing forces, finally confesses his “sin” and 
returns to the two-dimesional world of apparently timeless, but in fact 
historically conditioned axioms: “behold me there, the one sinner of 
the world!” (SL, 267) she must have understood that—like evolution— 
“time was the great fallacy; existance was without history, was always 
now, was always this being caught in the same fiendish machine.” And 
that “all those painted screens erected by man to shut out reality— 
history, religion, duty, social position, all were illusions, mere opium 
fantasies” (FLW, 179).

Thus each of the two ostracized heroines suffers from an alienation 
far too profound for their contemporaries to diagnose. Paradoxically, 
one of the symptoms of their deracination is a reluctance to leave the 
place with which they associate their spiritual exile. In this, they are 
motivated by that irresistible urge “which almost invariably compels 
human beings to linger around and haunt, ghostlike, the spot where 
some great and marked event has given the colour of their life-time” 
(SL, 104). But there is more to it than that. What they really w ant is to 
“let the black flower blossom as it may” (SL, 192). And as it will not 
blossom anywhere else but in the place where it has been planted, they 
have to stay—at least for some time. In a sense they are truly fallen. 
The worlds they challenge have, after all, their redeeming features, and 
for those who believe that landscape IS land, they offer the bliss of 
belonging. Hence the muffled quality of their rebellion (so typical of 
many other lonely figures possessed with some terrible truth: Bartleby, 
Stavrogin, Mersault) the characteristic tension between conformity and 
defiance. In his inmost heart, every Settembrini knows that Naphta has 
also got a point.

The problem of totalization of experience is, of course, directly 
relevant to that of narrative strategy. Speaking of the human weakness 
for order, we have not yet taken into consideration the integrative po
tential of story-telling itself. And yet the conventional “novel in which



experience is organized causally in a linear plot, with careful exposi
tion, logical development and strong closural effects of completeness 
resolution and stability”4 must have been equally responsible for keep
ing experience under control as many an “ism.” The classic novel, 
keeping clear of uncertainties and ambiguities, reduces the world to 
a reassuring pattern. It also imposes a mould on its protagonist, cooling 
the fluid magma of human existence into a required shape. Whether 
one happens to view this reduction from the existentialist perspective 
and sees it as a process in which human figures are deprived of their 
freedom and thus turned into beings-in-themselves, or w hether one sub
scribes to the Lacanian, psychoanalytic theory of character in which the 
problem is discussed in terms of violance being done do the unconscious— 
w hat one is dealing with is the same ideology of the comprehensive 
whole: “The ideology underlying this fetishization of ‘character’ is that 
of an ‘I’ who is a whole subject (that of the ‘character’ as well as that 
of the author), conscious, knowable”5.

There is a close relationship between a society based on role-playing 
and a literature based on characterization. Through her refusal to play 
the role of an adulteress, Hester Prynne stops being a character and 
turns into a semi-symbolic figure. By converting a simple allegorical 
sign into a complex symbolic message, and by making Hester identify 
herself with it (Helene Cixous writing about “the semantic history of 
the word ‘character’ ” reminds us that “coming from the Greek ‘Khar- 
rattein,’ to engrave, it is first the mark, the drawn, written, preserved 
sign”6), Hawthorne creates a zone of indeterminacy in the book. (It 
should be stressed here that our interpretation of the symbolic letter 
‘A,’ though neither implausible nor daringly original, cannot—by defi- 
nitation—aspire to exclusiveness. It is difficult, however, to conceive of 
an interpretation completely denying or ignoring those aspects of the 
story which point to its being a venture outside the established episte- 
mological paradigm). Although in The Scarlet Letter  Hawthorne makes 
ample use of such narrative conventions as linear plot or careful expo
sition, it is, in fact, governed by a paralogic of symbol and intuition.

The French Lieutenant’s Woman, on the other hand, in which the 
process of conventional story-telling is constantly being counterpointed 
and undermined by metafictive intrusions on the part of the narrator, 
lacks such inbuilt detotalizing mechanism. The strategy of selective

ł M. Zavarzadeh, The Mythopoeic Reality  (Urbana: University of Illinois 
Press, 1976), p. 6.

5 H. Cixous, “The Character of ‘Character’,” New Literary History, Vol. 5 
(Winter 1974), p. 385.

• Ibid., p .  386.



omniscience, the policy of endowing some of his anti-characters with 
more freedom than others, and of purposefully avoiding “strong closu- 
ral effects of completeness and resolution” (two endings) are all part 
of a sophisticated narrative game. As a result, and somewhat contrary 
to expectation, the less predictible Sarah becomes, the more “charac
ter-like” she seems to be. Finally, she becomes an enigma wholly defi
ned by her indefinability, an almost allegorical representation of exis
tentialist pour-soi and thus establishes another binary paradigm in 
which absolute freedom is set against all painted screens of history, 
human nature, moral codes and other shapes and contours. In its flight 
from the “claustrophilia” of Victorian fictions, the book falls into the 
trap of epistemological claustrophobia, so that the reassuring dogma of 
orderliness and knowability is replaced by that of complete inscrutabi
lity and eternal becoming. In the stuffy atmosphere of a Victorian par
lour, just like in the rarefied air of existentialism only characters can 
breathe freely.

Fowles is of course writing with hindsight. By 1969, in the epistemo
logical war of the worlds which his book enacts, the forces of order 
and stability had already been routed. According to a popular dictum 
of that time the author could no longer do anything else but pretend 
to be an author and write novels imitating the form of the novel. And 
that is exactly what Fowles, juxtaposing the already available modes 
of perceiving reality, does. Hawthorne, however, is himself in the posi
tion of a Hester or a Sarah. Like them, he embarks on a painful jour
ney of self-discovery and like them he is groping in the dark. The fruit 
of his journey is not a clockwork orange; his black book is blossoming 
as it may. The Scarlet Letter belongs in the literature of anguish; The 
French Lieutenant’s Woman—in that of exhaustion.

Piotr Dziedzic

FOWLESA I HAWTHORNE’A STUDIA W SZKARŁACIE

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł stanowi próbę analizy porównawczej dwóch powieści podejmujących 
temat buntu jednostki przeciw tyranii większości, ze szczególnym uwzględnie
niem konstrukcji postaci “człowieka zbuntowanego.” Postacie te to Hester Pryn- 
ne, bohaterka dziewiętnastowiecznego utworu N. Ilawthorne’a Szkarłatna litera 
i Sara Woodruff, heroina współczesnej angielskiej powieści postmodernistycznej 
J. Fowlesa Kochanica Francuza. W obydwu przypadkach bunt oznacza wyjście



poza system integrujący zamknięte hierarchiczne społeczności—amerykańskich 
Purytanów (Hester) oraz Brytyjczyków z epoki wiktoriańskiej (Sara)—i polega 
na odrzuceniu roli społecznej będącej instrumentem kategoryzacji rzeczywistości 
(“grzesznik,” “kobieta upadła” itp.). Ma to swoje konsekwencje literackie, jako 
że klasyczna postać, będąc także elementem wizji świata uporządkowanego i sta
bilnego, jest blisko z tak  pojętą rolą spokrewniona. I tak Hester Prynne, prze
kształcając prostą alegorię (litera “A”) w  symbol, a następnie utożsamiając się 
z nim, przestaje być postacią sensu stric to . Podobnie Sara, która w powieści 
przedstawiona jest jako wcielenie absolutnej, egzystencjalistycznej wolności, i ja
ko taka wymyka się wszelkim definicjom, rzuca wyzwanie koncepcji postaci zbu
dowanej na podstawie pojęcia tożsamości.

Пиотр Дзедзиц

ФОУЛЕСА И ХОУТОРНА ИССЛЕДОВАНИЯ В ПУРПУРЕ

Р е з ю м е

В своей статье автор пытается провести сравнительный анализ двух ро
манов, темой которых является бунт личности против тирании большинства 
с особым учетом конструкции образа “взбунтовавшегося человека”. Эти персо
нажи — Хестер Прынн, героиня произведения Н. Хоуторна Szkarłatna li tera  
(П урпурная  буква),  написанного в XIX веке, и Сара Удраф. героиня совре
менного английского постмодернистского романа Дж. Фоулеса Kochanica Fran
cuza (Любовница француза).  В обоих случаях бунт означает выход за пределы 
системы, интегрирующей замкнутые, иерархические общества — американских 
пуритан (Хестер) и британцев викторианской эпохи (Сара), и состоит в не
принятии общественной роли, являющейся инструментом категоризации дей
ствительности (“грешник”, “падшая женщина” и др.). Это имеет свои литера
турные последствия, так как классический герой, являясь такж е элементом 
видения упорядоченного и стабильного мира, близок понимаемой таким обра
зом роли. Так например, Хестер Прынн, преобразуя простую аллегорию (буква 
“А”) в символ, а затем отождествляясь с ним, перестает быть персонажем 
sensu stricto. Подобным образом и Сара, которая представлена в романе как 
воплощение абсолютной экзистенционалистической свободы и как таковая не 
поддается никаким определениям, бросает вызов концепции героя, созданного 
на основе понятия тождественности.



Huck Finn —Boy or Man? 

WARREN STAEBLER

By now, a half century afterward, every student of American literature 
must know of Ernest Hemingway’s famous pronouncement on Huckle
berry Finn. It has become one of those verbal shots heard around the 
world. In a conversation with an African who wanted to know about 
American literature, recorded in his The Green Hills of Africa (1933), 
Hemingway said,

All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called 
Huckleberry Finn... it’s the best book w e’ve had. All American writing comes 
from that. There was nothing before. There has been nothing as good since.

Hemingway, in lauding Huckleberry Finn as unique and seminal in 
the development of American prose fiction, had in mind Mark Twain’s 
boldness in making the protagonist of his story its narrator—and more 
especially, in having him tell his story as if he were talking directly to 
the reader. First-person narration by a protagonist is an age-old tech
nique. But to allow a half-literate thirteen-year-old boy to say what 
he had to say in the crude vernacular, the coarse speech he used every 
day on the western frontier of America was an extraordinary innova
tion.

It was the style, then—the language—and Twain’s consistency in the 
use of it which more than anything else made Huckleberry Finn for 
Hemingway a masterpiece. Twain’s was real “American writing.”

Huckleberry Finn is like a two-faced coin. One of the faces is rea
lism. The other is romanticism. One treats reality; the other dream. 
The work gives us a vivid picture of the state of civilization in the west
ern part of the United States in 1850, the exact middle of the 19th 
century. Mark Twain looked at the small communities along the Mis
sissippi River and he found no such simplicity and purity of life in



them as certain poets were confident would come to pass. He was after 
all one of the earliest, and certainly the foremost, of American realists, 
and his unblinking eyes, turned on the Mississippi scene that he knew 
so well, revealed more than occasional superficial blemishes. In part 
the sting, the bite, the sharp edge of his revelations of the Yahoo na
ture of life in the one-horse towns is coated over with humor, but for 
anyone who cares really to see, strong details are there. Where the 
history of American literature is concerned, the book is an important 
realistic document. Against that background of ignorance, mud, dirt, 
squalor, superstition, bigotry, venality, and cruelty moves the figure 
of Huck in his adventures. The story of his adventures is, of course, 
what enthralls us.

The drunkards and their fits of delirium tremens and whippings of 
their off-spring; the tobacco-chewing loafers who spent their days lea
ning against the awning posts of the tiny houses along the streets, w hit
tling sticks and squirting tobacco juice through their teeth, breaking the 
boredom by sicking dogs on pigs lying in the right-of-way or sicking 
dogs on one another and best of all, by tying tin cans to dogs’ tails and 
watching them run themselves to death—or pouring turpentine over 
them and setting them on fire; the louts who vilified respectable citi
zens in fits of drunken bravado; the vigilante gentlemen who, when they 
were the objects of such irresponsible intimidation, coolly drew their 
pistols and shot their defamers dead in the street; the viciousness and 
horror of feuding between families of cultural pretensions, men and 
boys slaughtering one another with shotguns; the religious-revival 
camp-meetings of summer time in which frontier men and women, 
emotionally and spiritually starved, came together by the hundreds to 
listen to powerful oratory by ranting Bible-thumping preachers on sin 
and human frailty—and occasionally were fleeced of their money by 
professional con men like the King and the Duke who pretended to be 
penitent sinners in need of redemption; the fake cultural events, thea
trical performances, in which scoundrel fake “artistes” butchered clas
sical plays in acting and reciting them; the slave auctions, in which 
members of entire families were sold to the highest bidders often from 
different states so that parents were separated from their children and 
from one another; and the tarrings and featherings of scoundrels by 
irate mobs of decent folk whom they had victimized and their being 
ridden out of town on a rail to the hooting and jeering of onlookers—all 
of those things illustrate the impoverishment and depravity of the life 
of many people along the greatest of American rivers, and Huck moved 
in and around them.

But it is not the vividness of Twain’s realism which is most impor



tant, or the irresistible excitement of his episodes; it is w hat he reveals 
through his episodes. What makes Huckleberry Finn an unusual work 
is what constitutes its romantic nature, what happens to its protagonist. 
Twain depicts his hero, a waif, in such a way as to reveal an unexpec
ted personal growth related to his nation’s ideal destiny. This fact is 
what makes it unique. What happens inside the boy is much more sig
nificant than what happens outside him. We must remember that Mark 
Twain was fifty years old when he published Huckleberry Finn in 1885. 
He was looking backward in time to the life he had himself known in 
Hannibal, Missouri, on the Mississippi River in the middle of the cen
tury  when he was the age of Huckleberry Finn. And, looking backward, 
he underwent certain changes of vision, certain changes of feeling, too, 
which resulted in his creation of Huck.

In order to understand the development in the character of Huck 
we must remember that his adventures all take place in the era of 
slavery. Slavery was not ended until the victory of the northern states 
over the southern in the Civil War (1861—65), and Huck’s experiences 
in relation to his life on the raft occur around 1850. Huck’s companion 
on the raft, Nigger Jim, whom he has known all his life, is trying as 
a runaway slave to make his way to freedom in a non-slaveholding 
state. As a slave, we must know that he was not considered a human 
being. He was a thing, a chattel. United States law defined him as only 
three-fifths of a human being. In proportion as Jim becomes gradually 
a human being in the sight of Huck, Huck himself becomes fully 
a human being. And it is his growth toward a right realization of Nig
ger Jim which is so powerfully moving in the book. Formerly, taught 
by both school and church that the Negro was only a thing, Huck’s 
attitude toward him was one of indifference. No wonder that when 
after a boiler exploded on one of the river steamboats and he was 
asked, “Anybody hurt?” he replied, “No m a’am. Killed a nigger.”

Huck and Jim talk about many things in their long time together— 
about practically everything under the sun except sex and race. They 
talk about logic and language and freedom and royalty and the creation 
of the world. But never once do they talk about the relation of the 
black man to the white. That thorny issue is handled implicitly by 
Mark Twain—with much skill and also, it m ust be admitted, with much 
irony. Huck has the relation of the black man to the white much on 
his mind. It is through his inward wrestling with it that we are led to 
see Twain’s right stand on the issue. Huck has to listen to Jim  again 
and again musing on what he will do when he becomes a free man. 
He will work and save enough money to buy his wife out of her slave 
post. Then the two together will save enough to buy their children free,



once they have found out where they are. And then they will buy a 
little cabin and live in it like a family.

It most froze me to hear .such talk. He wouldn’t ever dared to talk such talk 
in his life before. Just see what a difference it made in him the minute he 
judged he was about free.

Huck often hears Jim moaning and mourning on the raft a night, with 
“his head down betwixt his knees.”

I didn’t take notice, nor let on. I knowed what it was about... And I do 
believe he cared just as much for his people as white folks does for their’n. 
It don’t seem natural, but I reckon it’s so.

Huck wrestles with himself over that relation of black and white. 
Several times he is on the point of turning Jim  in to the appropriate 
legal authorities. There are several incidents which are all important 
in bringing him to the point where he can accept Nigger Jim  as a fel
low human being—or, as he puts it, still thinking in a stereotyped way, 
where he can admit he “knowed he was white inside.”

In Chapter XV Huck tries to play a practical joke on Jim. He tells 
him that he has n o t  been away in fog at night from the raft, sepera- 
ted from him in the canoe and hallooing for him, but that Jim, terribly 
worried, has dreamed the whole incident. Jim ’s sturdy common sense 
wins the day. He sees through Huck’s phony explanation and speaks 
powerfully.

En when I wake up en fine you back agin, all safe en .soun’, de tears come 
en I could a got down on my knees en kiss yo foot I’s so thankful. En all you 
wuz thinkin’ bout wuz how you could make a fool uv ole Jim wid a lie. 
Dat truck dah is t r a s h ;  en trash is what people is dat puts dirt on de head 
er dey fren’s en makes ’em ashamed.

Huck is so chagrined, so mortified that he finally kisses Jim ’s feet to 
ask pardon. He was driven to humble himself “to a nigger—but I done 
it and I w am ’t ever sorry for it afterwards neither.”

The second of these telling incidents follows closely, early in Chap
ter XVI. As they get nearer and nearer free territory in their floating, 
Huck, worried, decides he cannot put it off any longer and starts off 
in a canoe to report Jim to the authorities. He tells Jim  he is going to 
find out what city it is they are passing. As he is paddling away toward 
the shore, he hears Jim  calling to him:

Jim won’t ever forget you, Huck, you’s de bes’ fren’ Jim’s ever had, en you’s 
de o n l y  fren’ old Jim ’s got now... Dah you goes, de old true Huck; de on’y 
white genlman dat ever kep’ his promise to ole Jim!



When he heard this, Huck confesses, he “just felt sick.” He couldn’t go 
through with his mission after all.

The third of the incidents is considerably later, and is climactic. 
Huck has reached the limits of endurance against what he calls his 
conscience, and, capitulating, writes a letter to Miss Watson telling her 
the exact whereabouts of her runaway slave Jim. But then he begins 
thinking.

And got to thinking over our trip down the river; and I see Jim before me, 
all the time, in the day, and in the night-time, sometimes moonlight, sometimes 
storms, and we a floating along, talking, and singing, and laughing. I’d see 
him standing my watch on top of his’n, stead of calling me, so I could go on 
sleeping; and see him how glad he was when I come back out of the fog; 
and when I come to him again in the swamp, up there where the feud was; 
and such-like times; and would always call me honey, and pet me, and do 
everything he could think of for me, and how good he always was;... and then
I happened to look around, and see that paper. I took it up, and held it in my 
hand. I was a trembling, because I’d got to decide, forever, betwixt two 
things, and I knowed it. I studied a minute, sort of holding my breath, and 
then says to myself:

“All right, then, I’ll go to hell” —and tore it up.

Huckleberry Finn is now a human being. He is a child who is more 
than a child. He is a child endowed with adult human perceptions. He 
is, as Anthony West observed years ago, a dream child.

This is the secret of the magic of Huck’s appeal. He is at once a child 
and a man. As a child, seemingly without any predispositions, he sets 
down whatever he sees or hears, in the slangy, ungrammatical expres
sion which is all he knows. He is a realist, simply recording the sights 
and sounds about him—as “objectively” as a photographic camera and 
a microphone. As an adult he is not objective at all. Although he holds 
few if any adult prepossessions he is powerfully impelled by uncon
scious moral convictions; his is the morality of the heart rather than 
of the head. As a child he longs for freedom, simply to be untrammeled 
by society, free of responsibility—lazy and undisciplined as an animal. 
But as an adult, Huck prizes freedom because only in it is it possible 
to create relationships with other human beings which alone give life 
meaning and allow human beings to be called human. He is impelled 
to values, higher values, as an adult—not to an absence of them. He is 
an idealist, not a realist. As a child Huck uses language matter-of-fac- 
tly. As an adult he is a poet, achieving astonishing imaginative effects 
with words that are all within a child’s vocabulary and using for his 
images objects that are all within the compass of a child’s perception 
of the world. This is marvelously illustrated in Huck’s description of 
a thunder storm on the river in Chapter IX. It is as if Twain became



in certain respects a child again in his delineation of Huck, achieving 
a child’s freshness of vision when the whole world is new to it.

We believe in Huck’s development, his growth into a human being, 
a creature of understanding and compassion. Mark Twain in creating 
him was like a stage magician, a sleight-of-hand expert. So to speak, 
he pulled a fluttering dove out of a cardboard box that only a moment 
before was empty. Yet, if we look closely at the text we see that he 
was preparing us for Huck’s transformation all along. Huck is from 
the start no ordinary urchin, no potential delinquent from a broken 
home. He has special qualities.

In the first place, Huck is wistful, tender, melancholy—sensitive to 
bad luck or suffering in others. When he sees a light late at night in 
a cabin in the hills he knows it is in the room of somebody sick and 
muses with sympathy on it. —He is sorry for the rascals in the doomed 
steamboat floating down the river, who are trapped because he and Jim 
have stolen their rowboat. He resolves to get help for them at the vil
lage across the river. “I begun to think how dreadful it was, even for 
murderers to be in such a fix. I says to myself, there ain’t no telling 
but I might come to be a m urderer myself yet, and then how would 
I like it?” —At a circus he sees a wildly hilarious act in which a drun
ken man, finally rising to his feet on its back, rides a fast horse. “It 
w arn’t funny to me, though. I was all a tremble to see his danger.” 
—Making his way to the kitchen of a farm house, he is suddenly 
brought up with a start. “I heard the dim hum of a spinning-wheel 
wailing along up and sinking down again; and then I knowed for cer
tain I wished I was dead—for that is the lonesomest sound in the whole 
world.”

In the second place, Huck is sensitive to beauty in nature, and able 
to find nature beautiful in moments when most people would not. 
Moreover, he loves nature and gives himself to her.

It rained like all fury, too, and I never see the wind blow so. It was one of 
these regular summer storms. It would get so dark that it looked all blue-black 
outside, and lovely; and the rain would thrash along by so thick that the trees 
off a little ways looked dim and spider-webby;... and next, when it was just 
about the bluest and blackest — f s t! it was as bright as glory and you’d have 
a little glimpse of tree-tops a-plunging about, away off yonder in the storm, 
dark as sin again in a second, and now you’d hear the thunder let go with an 
awful crash and then go rumbling, grumbling, tumbling down the sky towards 
the under side of the world, like rolling empty barrels down stairs, where 
it’s long stairs and they bounce a good deal, you know.

“Jim, thijs is nice,” I says. “I wouldn’t want to be nowhere else but here. 
Pass me along another hunk of fish and some hot combread.”



In the third place, Huck is sensitive to beauty in human beings, and 
not just to bodily beauty. Sophia Grangerford, Buck’s sister “was gentle 
and sweet like a dove,” he tells us, “and she was only 20.” Here is his 
response to Colonel Grangerford:

Col. Grangerford wap a gentleman, you see... (He was as kind as he could 
be—you could feel that, you know, and so you had confidence. ... He didn’t 
ever have to tell anybody to mind their manners—everybody was always good 
mannered where he was. Everybody loved to have him around, too; he was 
sunshine most always—I mean he made it seem like good weather.

Huck hates discord and loves gentleness and harmony. The King 
and the Duke have a fierce quarrel on the raft. The Duke is pressed 
to apologize.

The Duke done it, too, and Jim and me was pretty glad to see it. It took 
away all the uncomfortableness, and we felt mighty good over it, because it 
would have been a miserable business to have any unfriendliness on the raft, 
for what you want above all things on a raft, is for everybody to be satisfied, 
and feel right and kind towards the others.

Finally, Huck is honest with himself. He early gives up a certain 
mental habit because he realizes he is only trying to fool himself. As 
he puts it, “I know’d you can’t live a lie.”

I said earlier that Huck’s development is significant—especially to 
an American—because it is related to the fulfilment of an ideal national 
destiny, at any rate as seen by one of our greatest poets. Huck’s desire, 
never articulated to himself, to live by better human values is some
thing we all, irrespective of nationality, can share. But his love of 
Nigger Jim  has a special meaning within the American context.

Thinking of the prescribed destiny for the United States, we may 
well ask, “Is Huck Finn American? Is he a figure whose qualities 
Americans today reading his book are likely to feel impelled to emu
late?” Only superficially. America is a nation that worships affluence, 
power, and success. Huck is indifferent to money, never thinks of 
gaining power over others, and is by nature averse to the habits requi
red for success and rewarded by it. Huck is not a success. He is an 
underdog adapting himself in a special way to circumstances in order 
to weather them and survive. He is victim, not victimizer. Most of his 
efforts are devoted to getting away from those who love exercising 
power over him — the Widow Douglas and Miss Watson, his Pappy 
(who has even threatened to kill him), and principally the King and 
the Duke. Even Tom Sawyer, his friend who is forever creating out of 
his book-knowledge exciting dramas for them to act out, exercises 
power over him. Huck defers to Tom and good humoredly plays a sub



ordinate role under his direction. We never quite understand his read
iness to do what Tom tells him to do.

Even to the ominous power of the King and the Duke Huck sub
mits. He endures it, because as a boy he has learned that adults govern 
the world and give all the orders. He is passively compliant under the 
King and the Duke. He lets them get away w ith their bad deeds. He 
helplessly cooperates, so to speak, w ith them in their evil schemes. 
He is their accomplice in evil—a sad fact, but true. Fortunately, there 
are times when he tries to manage things in such a way that the ap
parent evil will by and by be undone and turn  into good, as in the 
instance of the auction of the Wilkeses’ slaves in Chapter 27. No, Huck, 
the juvenile, has learned the hard way under his Pappy that the best 
way of getting along day after day under scoundrels and rapscallions 
is to let them have their way and never cross them.

It is often said that Huck is typically American because he lives by 
his wits. He is an underdog, we are told, and again and again triumphs 
over his enemies through his cleverness and dexterity—what some 
might term  “Yankee ingenuity.” I don’t think this is so. He does not 
live to triumph over others. The important thing about all such instan
ces of quick deception is that they are contrived to enable Huck to 
escape from trouble or harm—or to allow him to save, or bring help 
to, others. This we must remember.

Early in the tale Huck tells us that he is sick of the moralizings he 
must endure not only a t school and at church but also at home from 
Miss Watson and the Widow Douglas. He can’t stomach prayer any 
longer—or being told that he “must help other people and do every
thing he could for other people and look out for them all the time and 
never think about” himself. But, he tells us, “I couldn’t see no advan
tage about it—except for the other people, so at last I reckoned 
I wouldn’t worry about it any more, but just let it go.” —And the boy 
who renounces doing good by helping others is the same individual 
who winds up being of such help to Nigger Jim, whom he loves, and 
solicitously befriending Mary Jane Wilkes in her distraction over the 
chaos that has fallen on her family with the arrival of the King and 
the Duke.

Huck not only becomes subservient to cruel and unscrupulous 
grown-ups, the King and the Duke. He refuses to rejoice when he 
discovers that their rascality has been detected by others and they 
themselves unmasked and punished. The King and the Duke are finally 
seized by an irate crowd whom they have fleeced, are tarred and 
feathered, and ridden out of town on a rail. What is Huck’s reaction 
when he sees them?



Well, it made me sick to see it; and I was sorry for them poor pitiful rascals, 
it seemed like I couldn’t ever feel any hardness against them any more in the 
world. It was a dreadful thing to see. Human beings can be awful cruel to 
one another.

This from a boy who has known humiliation and even fear for his life 
in their loutish, unscrupulous company.

Huck does not leave civilization at the end of the book for the same 
reasons which caused him to leave in the first instance. Then it was 
simply that he was tired of having to wash his hands and face, comb 
his hair, wear clean clothes, pray, go to church and school, speak 
properly, and be a “nice boy.” He was always under the eye of Miss 
Watson and the Widow Douglas. He preferred to be free to be lazy, stay 
away from all social institutions, wear dirty clothes and be dirty him
self, cuss and smoke all day long. No such intention moves him on at 
the end of his story. We cannot believe it does. He has learned the 
awful cruelties that lurk under the surface of what is called civilization. 
Man’s inhumanity to man has turned him against society. He drops out 
of the daily system which perpetuates corruption, hypocrisy, and m ur
der. He knows now there is something else to be found in life. He has 
learned what human society, human companionship, human l o v e  can 
be in his relationship with Nigger Jim. What Huck has enjoyed and 
would like to enjoy again is the leisure and freedom which Walt Whit
man had in mind when he wrote, “I loaf and invite my soul.”

What, on the face of it, is responsible for the growth in Huck? Even 
with the extraordinary personal qualities we have noted, it is inconcei
vable that there would have been any development of them had he 
continued in town as the good-natured ne’er-do-well he was shown to 
be in Twain’s Tom Sawyer. What matures and humanizes Huck is two 
things: nature and Nigger Jim. Because he loves nature and gives him
self to her spontaneously, nature—as certain Romantics had earlier 
said she would do to anyone of the kind—flows into him with her har
monizing and creative force.

As for Nigger Jim, it is his tenderness, his dignity, his affection, his 
compassion, his generosity, and his good sense, shown in the countless 
ways he takes care of him, that give Huck examples of human trust 
and love to which, unconsciously, he responds. Nigger Jim  educated 
him in humanity. Nothing can better illustrate his concern for Huck 
than the delicacy he early displays in covering the face of the murdered 
man in the room of the floating house before he lets Huck see the 
corpse—and not revealing until the end of the story that the battered 
corpse was Huck’s dead Pappy.



It was characteristic of Twain to print, after his title page, a caveat 
to his reader.

Notice

Persons attempting to find a motive in this narrative w ill be prosecuted; 
persons attempting to find a moral in it w ill be banished; persons attempting 
to find a plot in it w ill be shot.

Twain must have his little joke. No one must imagine for a moment 
that he, with his moustache and his he-man, I’ve-seen-it-all realistic 
attitude, expressed in his tough, penetrating, debunking stage humor, 
has written a soft book. Yet the book he wrote is a soft book—is 
a tender book. Or rather the story of its boy-protaganist is a tender 
story—in the right sense even a religious story. The book is not mora
listic; that is, it is not preachy and does not filter out a moral. But 
though it does not propound a moral, it is profoundly moral. 

Democracy, wrote Walt Whitman,

can bind, and ever seeks to bind, all nations, all men, of however various and 
distant lands, into a brotherhood, a family. It is the old, yet ever-modern 
dream of earth, out of her eldest and her youngest, her fond philosophers and 
poets. Not that half only, individualism, which isolates. There is another half, 
which is adhesiveness of love, that fuses, ties, and aggregates, making the 
races comrades, and fraternizing all.

So Huck Finn and Nigger Jim  illustrate W hitman’s “dear love of 
comrades,” the only force that would bind together the nation of the 
United States and produce democracy at last. In the mind of one of 
the nation’s greatest writers democracy was achieved by only two 
persons—in a dream.

Warren Staebier

HUCK FINN — CHŁOPIEC CZY MĘŻCZYZNA?

S t r e s z c z e n i e

W artykule, poświęconym znakomitej powieści Marka Twaina Adventures  
of Huckleberry Finn, autor porusza problem przemiany głównego bohatera, do
konującej się w  trakcie podróży Hucka po rzece Mississippi. Autor koncentruje 
się na wzajemnym oddziaływaniu dwóch pierwszoplanowych postaci Hucka i Jima. 
Dojrzewanie Hucka i jego pełne “uczłowieczenie” dokonują się pod wpływem  
dwóch zasadniczych czynników natury i osoby Jima.



Ponadto autor podkreśla niechętny stosunek Hueka do społeczeństwa i cywi
lizacji, które nieodparcie kojarzą się bohaterowi utworu z niesprawiedliwością, 
korupcją, przemocą. Ostateczny powrót do cywilizacji wzmaga jedynie w Hucku 
chęć ponownego powrotu do wolności i swobody, jakich doświadczył spędzając 
z Jimem niezapomniane chwile na rzece Mississippi.

Уоррен Стеблер

ГАК ФИНН—МАЛЬЧИК ИЛИ МУЖЧИНА?

Р е з ю м е

В статье, посвященной замечательному роману Марка Твена П риклю чения  
Гаклъберрии Финна,  автор затрагивает проблему преображения главного героя, 
Гака, во время путешествия по реке Миссисипи. Автор концентрирует свое 
внимание на взаимном влиянии двух главных персонажей — Гака и Джима. 
“Взросление” и “учеловечивание” Гака происходит под влиянием двух основных 
черт Джима—его натуры и личности.

Кроме того автор подчеркивает нежелательное отношение Гака к обществу 
и цивилизации, которые неотразимо ассоциируются у него с несправедливостью, 
коррупцией, насилием. Окончательное возвращение к цивилизации лишь усили
вает в Гаке желание снова вернуться на вольность и свободу, к тому незабы
ваемому времени, которое он пережил вместе с Джимом на реке Миссисипи.



John Fowles’s Mantissa — the Concept 
of Character in the Post-modernist Novel

EUGENIA SOJKA

If you want story, character, 
su,spence, description, all that an
tiquated nonsense from pre-mo
dernist times, then go to the cine
ma. Or read comics.1

According to the classification of contemporary fiction proposed by- 
David Lodge in The Modes of  Modern Writing John Fowles together 
with Muriel Spark in Britain and John Barth, Thomas Pynchon and 
John Hawkes in the United States, is regarded as a post-modernist 
w riter. The principles of composition taken into account by Lodge while 
determining the features of post-modernist fiction are the following: 
“Contradiction, Permutation, Discontinuity, Randomness, Excess and 
the Short Circuit.”2 These formal techniques are not new; One can 
trace their antecedents in Dante, Carvantes Don Quixote, not to men
tion the proto-posmodernist Laurence Sterne and his Tristram Shandy. 
Many modernist w riters standing in a clear opposition to traditional 
realism also made use of the post-modernist techniques, however, in 
the works of contemporary post-modernist novelists such modes of 
presentation have been carried out to excess in order to shock, surprise 
or mystify the reader.

The interest of this essay is focused on the problem of a literary 
character, therefore, other aspects of a novel will be ignored. Charac
ters are defined as “actants, agents of plot, functions of plot action,”3

1 J. Fowles, Mantissa (London, 1982), p. 118.
2 D. Lodge, "Working with Structuralism  (London, Boston and Henley, 1986), 

p. 13.
3 V. Propp, Morphology of the Folktale (University of Texas Press, 1966).



so they are reduced to the demands of plot sequences. Structuralist 
writings appeal to linguistic models in order to shift the focus of criti
cal thinking from subjects, characters; to discourse, from authors as, 
sources of meaning to conventions operating W ith in  a literary work. 
For Roland Barthes for example a character destroys the pleasure of 
a text. The only reality is the reality of writing, thus the language 
itself becomes the character of a novel; “L’ecriture est ceci-la science 
de jouissances du langage, son kam asutra.”4 Desintegration of the tradi
tional concept of character became inevitable. An attention has been 
drawn to the linguistic construction of novel which self-consciously 
reflects upon its own structure as language. This strong tendency to
wards self-consciousness has led, according to many critics and writers, 
to the decline or ‘death’ of a novel as a genre.

The attem pt at discussing the concept of character in the post-mo- 
dernist novel will be based on John Fowles’s work Mantissa. The author 
claims that the novel is “a metaphor for the growth of language... a 
small, and private intervention in the debate about language and lite
rature.”5 Consequently, the work deals with the problematic relation
ship of language and ‘reality.’ Taking into consideration Lodge’s distinc
tions of post-modernist mode of writing one can place Mantissa among 
novels of this type. One of the most significant denominators of the 
post-modernist fiction— “the short-circuit”—is perfectly applicable he
re. Explaining the term Lodge stresses that between the world and the 
text there is a gap which has to be short-circuited in such ways as: 
“combining in owe work the apparently factual and the obviously fic
tional, introducing the author and the question of authorship into the 
text, and exposing conventions in the act of using them.”6 All the 
enumerated formal techniques became the basis for the construction of 
Mantissa. “The apparenetly factual” is exhibited in the presentation of 
acceptable in everyday reality situation; Miles Green, the main charac
ter, finds himself in hospital suffering from loss of memory. A special 
therapy is carried out by a woman Dr A. Delfie, a specialist in abnor
mal brain functions who believes that the memory nerve is closely con
nected with the one responsible for sexual drive. This aspect of the 
work is linked with “the obviously fictional” one; the appearance of 
Muse, the dialogue of the protagonist with her and the mutual creation 
of a novel. The problem of authorial self manifested as narrative self- 
-reflexiveness is also essential for the discussed work. Foregrounding

4 R. Barthes, Le plaisir du texte  (Editions Du Seuil, 1973), p. 14.
5 S. Benton, “Adam and Eve,” in New Socialist, 11 (May, June 1983), p. 19.
6 D. Lodge, Working with Structuralism..., p. 15.



of authorial self-consciousness aims at exploring the myth of tex and 
‘reality.’

The title of the novel Mantissa means “An addition of comparatively 
small importance, especially to a literary effort or discourse.” (Oxford 
English Dictionary).7 It suggests that the author joins a number of con
temporary writers who are involved in the discussion of present fiction 
writing. The debate on novel becomes in fact the most im portant motif 
of Mantissa. Only the first section is a proper narrative; the bulk of 
the novel (sections 2—4) consists of an authorial instrusion. Consequently 
there is a shift from characters to discourse. Miles Green, the protago
nist, and John Fowles share the same profession; they are both writers, 
makers of fictional worlds, entirely autonomous and cerebral constructs; 
the action takes place in the “metaphorical brain”8 of Miles who expres
ses an eternal preoccupation with the writing self, the fears of imagi
native failure, the quest for an escape from verbalization, for an “Un
writable... Unfinishable... Unimaginable... Endlessly revisable... Text 
without words...9 For Miles “Serious modern fiction has only one sub
ject: the difficulty of writing serious modern fiction... and therefore 
has no business at all tampering with real life or reality.”10 The only 
alternative that Miles can see to this kind of writing is the purely mi
metic mode that exists in “a certain kind of women’s novel these 
days.”11 Having dismissed it he claims that “Our one priority now is 
mode of discourse, function of discourse, status of discourse. Its m eta
phorically, its disconectedness, its totally ateleological self-contained- 
ness.”12 Miles Green is quite patently a self-parody; he is an erotically 
obsessed man for whom writing is sublimated sex and sex itself is a 
fiction. He is shown as an incompetent novelist caught in the limits 
of his sexual fantasies; the infinite number of possible erotic positions 
may m irror the number of narrative alternatives, verbal combinations 
that preexist on the unwritten page. There is also a focus on the decon
structivists’ theory that “there is no connection whatever between 
author and text... The author’s role is purely fortuitous and agential.”13 
The first section of Mantissa which reads as pornography is a sample 
of the author-freed text, text that writes itself under sedation. Miles is 
an unconscious medium only and has no influence on the shaping of

7 J. Fowles, Mantissa, p. 185.
8 Ibid., p. 123.
9 Ibid., p. 159.
10 Ibid., p. 117.
11 Ibid., p. 120.
12 Ibid., p. 119.
13 Ibid., p. 118.



the text and when Nurse Cory shows it to him he is utterly uncom
prehending and surprised to learn that he is responsible for the crea
tion of “lovely little story”14 in which he is the main character, ano
nymous and dehumanized (he has to be told who he is). Miles appears 
in a post-modernist text, an experimental one, in which different rules 
govern the formation of literary concepts.

Due to the shift of focus from story to discourse and the stress on 
the split between text and reality and the fictitiousness of novel the 
concept of character is far from the traditional one. According to John 
Barth “the tragic view of characterization is that we cannot, no m atter 
how hard we try, make real people by language.”15 The self of a lite
rary  character is naturally made up within a system of language thus 
it cannot be permanently constituted. Language can generate an infinite 
number of sentences and the self can consequently change an infinite 
number of times. There has also been change of this concept in philo
sophy and psychology; as a result a new idea has developed: the notion 
of a fixed self has been replaced by “a flowing one” and the term  
‘Protean’ has been used to “describe the most distinctive features of 
modern identity.”16 This diffusion of identity renders the ‘round’ cha
racterization impossible. No character in Mantissa is fully developed. 
For Goffman “self is only the sum of the roles it plays... a willing or 
reluctant impresario of masks.”17

The notion of art as play is important for the development of the 
post-modernist novel. Robert Detweiler claims that “fiction is primarily 
an elaborate way of pretending, and pretending is a fundamental ele
ment of play and games.”18 In Mantissa the characters, Protean selves 
capable of infinite changes are -engaged in an unconventional game. 
Miles explains that “the modern novel still unfortunately has to be 
mediated through various superficial masks and props, alias men and 
women.”19 They play many roles, undergo metamorphosis; Miles Green 
an amnesiac patient turns out to be a w riter and a serious literary 
critic. He changes into a satyr but returns to human form and the status 
of a patient. The female character also undergoes many transforma
tions; Dr Delfie becomes a person who wears a costume having the fea-

14 Ibid., p. 48.
15 Quoted in: Ziegler, Heide, and Bigsby: The Radical Imagination and the 

Liberal Tradition: Interviews with Contemporary English and American Novelists  
(London, 1982), p. 38.

18 T. Tanner, City of Words (London, 1979), p. 134.
17 Ibid., p. 433.
18 R. Detweiler, “Games and Play in Modern American Literature,” Contem

porary Literature, 17, 1 (Winter 1976).
19 J. Powle;;, Mantissa, p. 119.



tures of three different subcultures: Skinheads, Hell’s Angels and 
Punks; she also plays a role of Erato, the muse of lyrical poetry and 
later a role of the twentieth century sexually liberated woman. Trans
formations of this character develop quickly. The muse materializes 
twice as Dr Delfie and once as a finger only appearing in the air in 
a shape of letter Delta. The final metamorphosis is into a Japanese 
pleasure girl. The female character additionaly invents her imaginary 
versions of Miles as a businessman, banana importer, a married man 
and a gay. Fowles explores the role playing to the full, makes the dif
ferentiation and identification of characters impossible as they exist in 
the mind of the author. The fictitiousness of the created world is 
strengthened in this way and also through a series of literary and 
mythical allusions which remind the reader of the total textual and 
intertextual existence of characters; in the text there are references 
to Eve, Dark Lady of the Sonnets, Clio, Calliope, Calypso, Lesbia and 
many others.

The fictional world is entirely a verbal construct thus the characters 
are brought into life by describing and naming them, their linguistic 
creation is foregrounded. Miles Green initially is only “it,” “bereft of 
pronoun, all that distinguishes person from person.”20 He floats unde
fined among “associated morphs and phonemes.”21 Having recollected 
his memory Miles realizes that he is a masculine pronoun “he” but only 
the act of naming brings the character to the textual existence; Miles 
finally recalls his original identity; “It occurred to him, with a dawning 
excitement, that this intuitive sense of what he could never have been 
might be a useful clue to what he actually was.”22 These words and 
the whole narrative situation may be another ironic statement on the 
theories of deconstructivists who denied the author his creative auto
nomy: “He has no more significant a status than the bookshop assistant 
or the librarian who hands the text qua object to the reader.”23 Miles 
Green seems to epitomize the contemporary novelist’s attem pt to reco
ver and define the status of a creative author.

The naming of characters is significant in many post-modernist 
novels. In the eighteenth century fiction the name was in an overtly 
metaphorical or adjectival relationship to the person named and more
over, a moral meaning was very often attached to it—for example 
Squire Allworthy, Roderic Random or Clinker. This technique aimed

20 Ibid., p. 9.
21 Ibid., p. 9.
22 Ibidem., p. 49.
2S Ibid., p. 118.



at hiding the verbal existance of characters. In Mantissa the use of 
names is reminiscent of the traditional fiction, however, it is easily 
noticed that the aim of the technique is different. Dr A. Delfie is given 
a name which would define her as wise, knowledgeable and understan
ding, similar to the famous oracle originally inhabited by a python, 
a symbol of wisdom and knowledge. Nevertheless, such characteristics 
are remote from the definition of Dr Delfie’s self whose Protean 
nature defies description and closer analysis. The name Green commonly 
refers to an unexperienced, innocent and im mature person. Miles ap
pears to be such a man after the loss of memory but his characterization 
is a m atter of secondary importance in the work devoted prim arily to 
literary discussions. Green is conversant with subjects concerning 
literary criticism and he is also knowledgeable about other spheres of 
life to the extent that the name may have a parodistic quality. Both 
names do not have any referential value and the traditional technique 
of naming characters seems to be parodied here.

If characters are linguistic signs only their behaviour is in odds with 
the logic of the everyday world but normal within the logic of fictional 
reality. In Mantissa such situations are exemplary: the sexual therapy 
performed by Dr A. Delfie, a character (Erato) travelling in time and 
having a love affair with the author, Miles Green writing a book in 
which he appears analyzing his fictional existence, the polymorphic 
nature of characters. In the linguistic reality there is no trace of the 
classical superego, no criteria of right and wrong, relativism governs 
the actions of characters: Dr A. Delfie’s sexual therapy or Miles’s in
dulgence in carnal pleasures. In such a world “The only thing private, 
still left sacrosanct, is the word.”24 The power of words is immense; 
they can create verbal reality, “worlds as real as, but other than the 
world that is. Or was.”25

The brief analysis reveals that in Mantissa, the post-modernist novel, 
there is a degradation of the concept of literary character. The main 
factors influencing the creation of characters in this work are: the 
split between a text, verbal reality, and the traditional notion of reality 
and also the shift of focus from story to discourse. Characters are 
treated as linguistic signs only not beings. Consequently they are de
prived of “a stable ego,” their selves are ineffable (Protean selves) and 
they are engaged in the game of ‘being’ by playing many roles, they 
act in ways different from everyday reality; their characterization is 
“flat;” a technique of naming and literary and mythical allusions con
tribute to the handling of character as a verbal and textual construct,

24 Ibid., p. 153.
25 J. Fowles, The French Lieutenant’s Woman  (London, 1977), p. 86.



Eugenia Sojka

KATEGORIA POSTACI LITERACKIEJ W POWIEŚCI 
POSTMODERNISTYCZNEJ—ANALIZA M A N TI S S Y  JOHNA FOWLESA

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł stanowi próbę analizy kategorii postaci literackiej w powieści post
modernistycznej. Powieść Johna Fowlesa Mantissa  została wybrana na podstawie 
cech utworów postmodernistycznych, wyznaczonych przez Davida Lodge’a w pracy 
The Modes  of Modern Writ ing.

Analiza wykazuje, że w powieści postmodernistycznej następuje degradacja 
pojęcia potstaci literackiej. Głównymi czynnikami wpływającymi na kreację po
staci w Mantissie  są: rozdźwięk między tekstem, rzeczywistością werbalną a tra 
dycyjnym pojęciem rzeczywistości oraz przesunięcie centrum zainteresowania 
z akcji na dyskurs literacki. Postacie są traktowane jako znaki lingwistyczne, 
pozbawione stałego “ja," odgrywają wiele ról, zachowują się w sposób odmienny 
od przyjętego w codziennej rzeczywistości; charakterystyka tych postaci jest ogra
niczona; to nowe podejście do postaci literackiej jest również określone sposobem 
ich nazywania oraz literackimi i mitycznymi aluzjami, które podkreślają teksto- 
wość tej kategorii literackiej.

Эугения Сойка

КАТЕГОРИЯ ЛИТЕРАТУРНОГО ГЕРОЯ В ПОСТМОДЕРНИСТСКОМ 
РОМАНИЕ—АНАЛИЗ РОМАНА MANTISSA ДЖОНА ФОУЛЕСА

Р е з ю м е

В статье сделана попытка проанализировать категорию литературного ге
роя в постмодернистском романе. Роман Джона Фоулеса Mantissa  был выбран 
на основе постмодернистических черт, указанных Девидом Лоджем в работе 
The Modes of Modern Writing.

Анализ показал, что в постмодернистском романе происходит деградация 
понятия литературного героя. Главными факторами, влияющими на характер 
героя, являются: разногласие между текстом, вербальной действительностью 
и традиционным понятием действительности, а такж е перемещение центра 
заинтересованности с действия на литературный дискурс. Эти герои рассматри
ваются как лингвистические знаки, лишенные постоянного “я,” они исполняют 
много ролей, ведут себя иначе, чем это принято в ежедневной действитель
ности; характеристика этих героев ограничена. Этот новый подход к литератур
ному герою также определен способом их называния, а также литературными 
и мифическими намеками, которые подчеркивают текстовость этой литератур- 
ной категории.



Self Steeped and Pashed: A Study 
of G. M. Hopkins’ Self-Consciousness

EWA BORKOWSKA

C’ast un grand spectacle, 
que la naissance de L’Ange 
dans un homme.

Jean Paul

One of the fundamental problems of the work of art is to evoke in the 
reader an aesthetic emotion. We all have an inner need to live more 
deeply and fully and with greater awareness, to know the experience 
of others and to know better our own experience. The poet, from his 
own store of felt, observed, or imagined experiences, selects, combines 
and recognizes. He creates significant new experiences for the reader— 
significant because focused and formed—in which the reader can parti
cipate and that he may use to give him a greater awareness and under
standing of his world.1

Each work of art is permeated with the spirit of the one who 
created it. To understand the poem is to allow the poet to reveal him
self in me. This is not a biography which explains the poem but rather 
the poem which allows me to understand the poet’s life. While reading 
I become myself a seeker who attempts to identify, describe and inter
pret the inwardly felt states and stages of the experience in question. 
Professor Miller, linked with the Geneva school of phenomenological 
critics, suggests that “readers of poetry are not mere spectators, but 
participants whose realm of experience is within the subjective life of 
the poetic consciousness.”2

Experience raises the problem of the other person. According to

1 L. Perrine, Sound and Sense. An Introduction to Poetry (Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, Inc., 1973), pp. 3—8.

2 D. Walhout, Send my Roots Rain (Athens, London: Chio Univer. Press, 
1981), p. 6.



Merleau—Ponty the man is open to a world and coexists with “the 
other” rather than give rise to him. My participation in the world is 
such that “if I experience this inhering of my conscience in its body 
and its world, the perception of other people and the plurality of con
sciousness no longer present any difficulties.”3

When I encounter the other person, I enter into a system with him 
and take his actions as the accomplishment of intentions with which 
I am familiar. In this way I form the system of “dialogue” with “the 
other” during which we constitute a common ground, “my thoughts 
and his are interwoven into a single fabric.”4 We are “mutually acces
sible;”5 I become committed to “the other” : “to the extent that what I 
say has meaning, I am a different ‘other’ for myself when I am speak
ing; and to the extent that I understand, I no longer know who is 
speaking and who is listening.”6 This “other” in me is “not merely my 
congener but that who haunts me and whom I haunt; the ‘other’ along 
with whom I haunt a single, present and actual Being as no animal 
ever haunted those beings of his own species, locale, or habit.”7 There 
is some undivideness of my “self” and “the other” which is revealed 
by the other being a sort of annex or prolongation of myself.

G. M. Hopkins poems, the focus of interest here, do not always 
express the poet’s own feelings, though the personal tone is prevalent, 
but sometimes are “a voice from the world” especially demonstrated 
in his few dramatic monologues. We can listen to the “soliloquy of one 
of the spies,” hear the voice of the nun crossing “the convent threshold” 
or St. Dorothea’s confession before her death, her words merged with 
those of angels later in the poem. In such poems Hopkins’ interest cen
ters on the kind of exploration of abnormal experience for which the 
dramatic monologue is a proper ground. In the other poem, The Alche
mist in the City, the literary subject is the speaker who draws us into 
his world through his concrete perceptions of it, himself isolated and 
frustrated character, feeling that “the whole world passes” while he 
“stands by” (st. 1). When religion enters the poem of this group it pro
vides an escape from a grim world where a persona (No.16) first looks 
enviously at the life of others and then rejecets their way of life in fa
vour of the better life in Christ. Employing speakers other than himself,

* J. Bunnan, The Philosophy of Merleau-Ponty (Harcourt, Brace and World, 
Inc., 1967), p. 111.

4 Ibid., p .  112„
5 Ibid., p. 113.
* M. Merleau-Ponty: Signs, transl. R.C. McClearly (Northwestern Univ. Press, 

1964), p. 97.
7 J. O’Neill, ed., Phenomenology, Language, Sociology. Selected Essays of 

M. Merleau-Ponty (London: Heinemon, 1974), p . 281.



when illustrating Biblical events, the thoughts and feelings otherwise 
concealed in the mysterious background are brought into light. The lite
rary  subject, as such, becomes a mode of discovery much as the lirycal 
ego is a mode of self-discovery.

In the religious poetry of Hopkins there may be two ways of self
-discovery. One is the process of purification, preceded by reflection:

... That my chaff might fly: my grain lie, 
shear and clear ...
(Carrion Comfort)

and the other, the struggle with God to see the light:

... darkness I wretch lay wrestling with (my God) 
my God...

The other in me is released either by removing a cover, “chaff,” under 
which he is concealed or as a result of a struggle the end of which 
brings a relief.

Personal identity becomes an im portant motif in the late poems' 
when Hopkins begins to argue with God instead of merely worshipping 
Him. In the poem No. 67 he says: “My taste was me” and “God’s most 
deep decree/Bitter would have me taste.” This is an I-am-feeling-what- 
-I-am feeling feeling, “my bones built in me, I am flesh filled, blood 
brimmed,” and that is me. The image goes back to stanza 8 of The 
Wreck of the Deutschland:

How a lush — kept plush — capped sloe 
Will, mouthed to flesh burst,
Gush! — flush the man, the being with it, 

sour or sweet
Brim, in a flash, full!

The bursting sloe of the bloody flux of Hopkins’ viscera (cf. No. 67: 
“I am heartburn”) becomes the spiritual bursting sloe of the bloody 
“frightful sweat” of the “hero of Calvary” (st. 8). Hopkins’ bloody flux 
may be his inner stigmatum—the mark of his passionate identification 
with Christ’s Passion. “The other” with whom Hopkins wants to iden
tify himself seems to flow in him as blood of his inner stigmatum.8

Hopkins “wrings” many variations on his identity theme especially 
in the late poems. As in:

8 R. Rogers, “Hopkins’ Carrion Comfort,” The Hopkins Quarterly, Vol. 7, No. 4 
(Winter 1981), pp. 143—164.



No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch
of grief

More pangs will, schooled in forepangs, wilder
wring...

Comforter? where? where is your comforting?
(No. 65)

Here, “the other” seems to be more distant and hence the questions 
concerning his whereabouts; still he is unfound, unveiled, undiscovered.

Sometimes the search for “the other” is desperate. Hopkins, disil
lusioned, calls himself “Time’s eunuch” (No. 74):

... birds build — but not I build; no, but strain 
Time’s eunuch, and not breed one work that wakes 
Mine, O thou lord of life, send my roots rain.

Hopkins uses tree—image while talking about his identity:

Trees by their yield 
Are known; but I 
My sap is sealed,
My root is dry.

(No. 127)

His root is dry. He is “time’s eunuch.” This is almost “blasphemous” 
absence of Being in him.

Hopkins’ identity theme, however, may be stated this way: I am 
what comes out of me. In other words, one is what comes out of one’s 
body as in the poem As kingfishers catch fire... (No. 57):

Each mortal thing does one thing and the same:
Deals out that being indoors each one dwells:
Selves — goes itself; my. s e  If  it speaks and spells 
Crying w h a t  I do i s  me:  f o r  t h a t  I c a me .

Each mortal thing does one thing by its own activity, a doing which 
is “the same” as that which is done to it: it “deals out” a being which 
is already given, a being which “dwells indoors each one.” There is 
a relationship and a constant interplay of the power of grace and the 
activities directed by free will. Grace and free will “dance about” with 
or co-inhere with each other as the Creator and creation co-inhere. 
Each mortal thing speaks and “tells” its own story. In that telling it 
becomes a self (“myself it speaks and spells”). It tells its story in its 
activity (“What I do is m e”), an activity which both makes it what it 
is and which is the purpose of its own coming.9

8 P. Erb. “Perichoregis and the Poetry of Hopkins,” The Hopkins Quarterly.
Vol. 11, Nos. 3—4 (1985), pp. 67—76.



The octave of As kingfishers catch fire  seems to contain the very 
idea of self-expression. The self-construction of each mortal thing, the 
poet including, is its self-expression. The emphasis here is on the 
egoism, or fallenness of the creation. Viewed from the point of view 
of creation, each mortal creature is self-centered and searches its own 
self-chosen ends, ends which are inseparable from the ego-centric choice 
itself. One deals out that being, that spiritual and essential self thing 
which dwells in him. It goes out, flames out, “like shining from shook 
foill,” “gathers to a greatness, like the ooze of oil” (G od’s Grandeur).  
What a poet does is produce poems which he calls his “unheard hoard” 
(No. 66). The hoard of unheard poems goes back to his cries in “I wake 
and feel the fell of dark, not day”:

... And my lament
Is cries countless, cries like dead letters sent
To deareist him that lives alas! away...

(No. 67)

Here Hopkins cries not as a sad man but as someone almost mad, sense
less and helpless. The question “Who AM I?” recurs. I am “time’s 
eunuch” is the answer of the poet in despair.

One is w hat one does. One does what one can. We are what we do. 
We do what we can. We fulfil ourselves through our work. The phy
sical types do their physical things like Tom (No. 70) “garlanded with 
squat and surly steel” and like Dick: “Tom’s followboot fellow piles 
pick /By him and rips out rockfire homeforth—sturdy Dick.” Tom and 
Dick, and Harry Ploughman do their physical labour.

Hopkins’ conversion to the Roman Catholic church affected his 
personality considerably. Since then he constantly reflected the theme 
of containment and release (“charge and discharge”) which was also 
induced by the question “who am I?.” The long retention followed by 
sudden discharge is seen in the following fragment of his Journal: “the 
pathetic touch by itself, as in dramatic pathos, will only draw slight 
tears if its m atter is not important..., the strong emotion coming from 
a force which was gathered before it was discharged... .” It is due to 
this “discharge” that a man is able to open up to another. The denseness 
and the discharge, and the constrictedness of form paradoxically fascili- 
tating release are Hopkins’ favourite methods. He writes in G od’s Gran
deur  about the power of God:

It gathers to a greatness like the ooze of oil 
Crushed...



It is  this power which Hopkins faces with reverence, obedience, chas
t i t y ,  submission a n d  service, the vows he takes and the virtues he offers 
t h e  'o th e r  m a n  a s  gifts. This “openess” to “the other” is some kind of 
HESpkins’ d e fe n c e .

The inclination to complete my “self” tends to “invite” some other 
“‘self” to the sphere of my “self.” In other words I become open out 
upon another “self” and I become this “other self.” In Hopkins’ the 
idea is made clear:

... I am all at once what Christ is, since he
was what I am.

(That Nature is a Heraclitean...)

The fu n d am en ta l ch aracteristic  of my nature, human nature is the  
intuition of the other “self” which can enter my “self” and help me 
complete it. Therefore I must open myself to the outside and make my 
“self” vulnerable. I m ust be “nostalgic” for the other. The idea echoes 
in Hopkins’ G od’s Grandeur, intensified by the word “broods”: “... the  
Holy Ghost over the bent World broods... .” The w7ord itself conveys the 
deep longing of Hopkins and all men for a nurturing, protecting and 
non-demanding other. For a Jesuit poet religious life is nothing if not 
a vocation shared with others, if not an intimate and frequent dialogue 
between men.

There are states in which the “entrance” of “another” into my 
“self” is “concrete”: schizofrenia, love, mystical union with the divine 
being, the act of reading; the latter, however, is slightly different state 
than the preceding ones. In this, I submit myself to the words, I react 
to the word and the word affects me; I “expose” myself to words.

In ancient Jewish mentality there exists the belief in word, sub
mission and openess to word, hypnosis by word. It is the Biblical word 
that has a creative power and can be the best example of one’s cpeness 
and exposition to word. Only such word can affect me, transform me, 
change me and create my new being. Such word is a form of coming 
into me of “the other,” that is God. The idea is made clear in Hopkins’ 
poetry, religiously and word-centered. “Read it with ears” is Hopkins’ 
formula in reference to his poetry. There is always the same voice 
speaking through his poetry, “the other” within and without. In his 
letter of 7 August 1882, Hopkins notes: “God’s utterance of himself in 
himself is God the Word, outside himself is this world. This world then 
is word, expression, news of God. Therefore its end, its purpose, its 
purport, its meaning is God and its life or work to name and praise
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him.”10 Man is bound with Christ. Christ is the one who aćte in  God’s 
eye and he is the “I ” of God himself as the poem 57 points out; the 
“eye” in “Acts in God’s eye what in God’s eye he iś” can be easily 
replaced by “I” (pronounced in the same way). Thus “God’s eye” be
comes “God’s I,” both words referring to Christ. But the Christ who 
is in each “just man,” is there (“plays in ten thousand places”) not as 
the historical Christ but as the Holy Spirit, this “other” who dwells in 
each man and haunts him. This “other” is the expression of love 
preceding from the Father and the Son. Christ plays “to” the Father 
in The Holy Spirit “through the features of men’s faces.”

In view of what has been said about the reader of Hopkins’ poetry 
and his constant participation in the realm of the poetic experience 
one can draw a conclusive statement that the central theological pers
pective by which to approach Hopkins’ poetry is trinitarian. The refer
ences to God the Father, the Son and the Spirit are clear and obvious. 
The reader’s thought is constantly drawn to the “co-inherence” of the 
three of them with the maternal care of Spirit as dove hovering over, 
as it were, or haunting each man. Reading induces some being in me. 
I participate in the act of creation. In the mystical poetry of G. M. Hop
kins, the reader takes part in the act of “inscaping” of his own “self” 
and that of the poet. Neither my “I,” however, nor the poet’s becomes 
fulfilled and complete and as “time’s eunuchs” we cry out together: 
“send my roots rain.” Our lot, then, as well as the poet’s is just like 
that of the windhover (or wind-hover) riding, striding, gliding in the 
“steady air” and trying to “rebuff the big wind.” My lot, man’s lot, is 
like that so magnificently expressed by R. M. Rilke:

Ich kreise um Gott, um den uralten Turm, 
und ich kreise jahrtausendelang; 
und ich weiss noch nicht: bin ich ein

Falke, ein Sturm
oder ein grosser Ge,sang.

(Ich lebe mein Leben...)

The reader and the poet make, as it were, the same two maneuvers of 
the falcon’s flight—with and against the wind. With my “heart in 
hiding” I admire the tru th  of Christ which is mirrored in the natural 
forms. Something is stirred in me as if I were filled with “the other.” 
This is like in the Annunciation scene which Jean Paul’s words allude to: 
“C’est un grand spectacle, que la naissance de L’Ange dans un homme.”

10 M. Bottral, G. M. Hopkins, ed., Poems (The Macmillan Press Ltd., 1975), 
p. 27.



William Gardner always sees Hopkins against the background of 
religious tradition from which the poet emerges with his own charac
teristic idiosyncrasy and individuation, aware of his own “selfscape” 
or “selfbeing.” In Hopkins words:

“When I consider my selfbeing, my consciousness and 
feeling of myself, that taste of I and me above and in 
all things, which is more distinctive than the taste 
of ale or alum... and is incommunicable by any means 
to another man.”11

The sense of uniqness breaks through all this poetry which, however, 
is not free of influences of tradition from which Hopkins grew as a reli
gious poet. Much of his imagery is taken directly from the Bible and 
from the 17th century poetry with George Herbert ideas permeating 
especially The W reck of the Deutschland. Gardner puts forward a thesis 
that all Hopkins poetry is metaphysical in the sense that it embodies 
the Roman-Catholic doctrine focusing on the individual, his own being 
and experience.12 Though Hopkins continues the tradition of Donne, 
Herbert, Vaughan and Marvell, his poetry contains more Romantic 
elements such as sensuousness, suggestion and detailed description com
pared with wit, paradox and ratiocination of “Metaphysicals.” Hopkins 
poetry penetrates the deepest layers of man’s consciousness and reveals 
the most distinctive taste of “I in all things.”

11 Ch. Devlin, S. J., Sermons and Devotional Writings (Oxford, 1959), p. 123.
12 W. Gardner, G. M. Hopkins. A Study of Poetic Idiosyncrasy in Relation to. 

Poetic Tradition (London: Oxford University Press, 1948), p. 189.

Ewa Borkowska

LIRYCZNE “JA” W POEZJI G. M. HOPKINSA 
STUDIUM SAMOŚWIADOMOŚCI POETY

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł ukazuje różnorodność przeżyć i doświadczeń podczas czytania poezji. 
W swej religijnej poezji G. M. Hopkins nieustannie poszukuje “innego” będącego 
ideałem bliskim, lecz nieosiągalnym. Jedynym środkiem zbliżenia jest ciągła trans
formacja “ja” w  “jestem,” intuicja oraz dążenie do samoodkrycia. Ograniczone 
możliwości samorealizacji poety-jezuity hamują jednak postęp samospełnienia. 
Możliwość taką zapewnia wszakże pisanie i czytanie poezji, które winno być po
częciem i narodzeniem wewnętrznego przeżycia w poecie i czytelniku.



Эва Борковска

ЛИРИЧЕСКОЕ “Я” В ПОЭЗИИ ДЖ. М. ГОПКИНСА 
ИССЛЕДОВАНИЕ САМОСОЗНАНИЯ ПОЭТА

Р е з ю м е

В статье представлено разнообразие переживаний и чувств во время чтения 
поэзии. В своей религиозной поэзии. Дж. М. Гопкинс неустанно ищет кого-то 
“другого,” являющегося идеалом близким, однако недостижимым. Единственным 
средстовм приближения является постоянная трансформация “я ” в „есть,” 
интуиция, а также стремление к самооткрытию. Однако ограниченные возмож
ности самореализации поэта-иезуита тормозят этот процесс. Все же такую 
возможность обеспечивает писание и чтение поэзии, которые должны быть за
чатием и рождением внутреннего переживания у поэта и читателя.



A Brief Look at the Melodramatic Vision 
of Man and World

TERESA PYZIK

Melodrama, “illegitimate and semiliterate offspring of Gothic romance 
and heroic pantomime, castout grandchild of the drame bourgeois and 
sentimental novel... the guttersnipe of dramatic forms... an upstart 
genre not yet two hundred years old,”1 has always drawn large theatre, 
cinema and television audiences. Writers have been drawn to melodra
ma for its intensity, its force and its theatricality. Yet the genre has 
been almost completely ignored by drama critics and theorists. However, 
since the end of the 1960’s, a renewal of critical interest in melodrama 
can be observed among scholars. It may be viewed as a reaction to the 
crisis that contemporary theatre and drama are experiencing. It also 
seems that the present interest in this most theatrical, expressive, emo
tional and always morally engaged type of drama can be ascribed to the 
specific vision of life and man that melodrama offers—the image quite 
different from the one dominating in the majority of contemporary 
plays, but much more desired and longed for.

In recent decades playwrights have been breaking almost all estab
lished dramatic rules, forms and structures, going beyond the limits 
of the dramatic art, ignoring action, ignoring character. In contempo
rary plays, human behaviour and activity are usually presented beyond 
and outside moral context; good and evil are believed to be relative; 
the moral as well as social implications of the characters’ actions and 
attitudes are missing. Playwrights have been exploring the dramas of 
the self, concentrating on theatrical metaphors to present various com
plicated psychological (often pathological) states of an individual, show
ing the disintegration, fragmentation of personality, and other processes 
taking place in the darkest corners of the mind. Littleness, weakness,

1 D. Gerould, ed., Melodrama. New York Literary Forum (New York, 1980) 
Preface, p. IX.



ugliness, marginality, helplessness, passivity, psychological fragility are 
shown as the main fact about man; the reluctance to act, to accept 
responsibilities, to become engaged in some meaningful action are con
sidered as norms of behaviour. Protagonists of many contemporary 
plays do not know who they really are; they play roles, afraid of facing 
the tru th  about themselves and the world. They are unable to act 
freely. They have no serious, im portant aims nor goals to attain. Such 
attitudes place them outside important matters, events, conflicts, and 
do not allow them to participate fully in the process of living. They 
can only escape into illusions, cynicism or despair. Human existence is 
viewed as devoid of any purpose, as a senseless dance, a bad joke, or 
a game which has no understandable rules and cannot be won. This 
image of man and life is gloomy, depressing and not very interesting. 
The melodramatic picture of man and world is not less painful, but it 
is clearer, less complex and, even if the play ends unhappily, encour
aging.

The recent critical interest in melodrama can be observed in several 
different fields of scholarship:

1. In works on the history of drama and theatre, especially on the 
nineteenth century drama, its structure, dramatic technique and sub
jects of plays as well as methods of production, in which nineteenth 
century melodramas are analysed in a historical and cultural perspec
tive, from the point of view of the development of the genre in various 
countries. The most important works include studies by M. W. Disher, 
Melodrama. Plots that Thrilled  (London, 1954) and Blood and Thunder  
(New York, 1974), M. Booth, English Melodrama  (London, 1965), Vic
torian Spectacular Theatre 1850— 1910 (Boston, 1981), Prefaces to Eng

lish Nineteenth C entury  Theatre. (Manchester, 1980), F. Rahill, The 
World of Melodrama  (Philadelphia, 1967), G. Rowell, The Victorian  
Theatre 1792— 1914 (Cambridge, 1978—1981), D. Grimstead, Melodrama  
Unveiled. American Theatre and Culture 1800— 1850 (Chicago, 1968), 
D. Gerould, American Melodrama  (New York, 1983), Melodrama  (New 
York, 1980).

2. In theoretical works concentrating on the melodramatic structure; 
their authors believe that the melodramatic vision of man and world 
as well as the technique of its presentation constitutes “a constant of 
the imagination and a constant among literary modes,”2 “one of the 
persistent fundamental structures of literature,”3 a fictious system al

2 P. Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination (New Haven, 1976), p. 14.
3 R. B. Heilman, Tragedy and Melodrama: Speculations on Generic Form, in 

Tragedy: Vision and Form. R. W. Corrigan, ed., (San Francisco, 1965), p. 254.



ways recurring in literature from its  beginning.4 The main w orks  in
clude R. B. Heilman’s T ragedy and Melodrama; Versions of Experience  
(Seattle and London, 1968), The Iceman, the Arsonist and the Troubled  
Agent: Tragedy and Melodrama on Modern Stage (Seattle, 1973), 
J. Smith’s Melodrama  (London, 1973), as well as articles and essays by 
J. Rosenberg,5 D. Gerould6 and others.

3. In works dealing with the melodramatic vision in the novel, where 
the melodramatic pattern is analysed as a system, a way of looking for 
some sense in human experience. The most interesting studies include: 
C. Predengarst, Balzac, Fiction and Melodrama  (New York, 1978), 
G. J. Worth, Dickensian Melodrama  (Lawrence, Kansas, 1978), P. Brooks, 
The Melodramatic Imagination: Balzac and Henry James  (New Haven, 
1976).

4. In numerous editions of the nineteenth century melodramas.7
5. Sociologists of drama, especially those interested in popular dra

ma, are examining melodrama.8
6. Directors are producing nineteenth century melodramas in pro

fessional and semiprofessional or am ateur (student) theatres, especially 
in the United States.

7. Some avant garde playwrights are consciously referring to melo
drama and making use of it, although in an analytical rather than a 
synthetic manner; they are breaking the melodramatic structure into 
pieces and employing those which suit their aims, often introducing 
elements of the western, the thriller or of science fiction. Michael Kirby 
in his famous Melodrama Manifesto in Structuralism 9 expressed belief 
in the possibilities of revitalizing contemporary drama by making use 
of archetypal melodramatic structures.

The rehabilitation of melodrama is the characteristic feature of all

4 Cf. E. Bentley, The Life of the Drama  (New York, 1974), pp. 195—218; 
J. L. Smith, Melodrama  (London, 1973); R. B. Heilman, The Iceman, the Arsonist 
and the Troubled Agent: Tragedy and Meoldrama on Modern Stage  (Seattle, 
1973).

5 J. L. Rosenberg, Melodrama,  in The Context and Craft of Drama, R. W. 
Corrigan. J. L. Rosenberg, eds., (San Francisco 1964).

* D. Gerould, ed., Melodrama...; American Melodrama  (New York, 1983).
7 Numerous anthologies of melodramas have been edited by M. Booth,

G. Rowell, D. Gerould, D. Machin, B. H. Clark, M. J. Moses, J. Smith, and others. 
Detailed bibliographies in; J. L. Smith, Melodrama...; G. Rowell, The Victorian  
Theatre 1792—1914 (Cambridge, 1978).

8 An excellent bibliography of books and articles on melodrama has been 
compiled by D. Gerould, ed., Melodrama, New York Literary Forum  (New York, 
1980).

9 M. Kirby, Melodrama Manifesto in Structuralism, in D. Gerould, ed., Melo
drama..., p. XIV.



these works. (Several essays have been entitled “A Defense of Melo
drama.”) Their authors point to important, essential values inherent 
in the melodramatic vision and in the structure of the plays. The eva
luative sense of the term has been rejected. The old definitions which 
focused on stereotypical stock characters, sensationalism and sentimen
tality, cheap tricks, improbable action and easy reception, have been 
corrected. It has been agreed that the melodramatic vision has consti
tuted the basis of playwriting from its beginning to the present day, 
permeating other dramatic genres as well as the novel.

Melodrama is based on a highly emotional, sharp conflict between 
good and evil. This conflict, as well as the characterization of the 
dramatis personae, the action and the effect of the play on the audien
ce, is neither tragic nor comic, although the ending may be happy or 
unhappy; melodrama offers its own method of dramatization and 
ethical conceptualization of certain spheres of experience, life, people 
and the world. I t is a drama of recognition, of identifying good and 
evil, and recognizing them as real, always present cosmic forces, acti
vely working in men and the world. It requires that these forces be 
localized and confronted, that evil be fought and eliminated and the 
moral order restored. All the temporary doubts, uncertainty as to what 
is good and true, all moral hesitations are clarified throughout the 
play; evil is uncovered and punished, tru th  revealed, as well as virtue, 
innocence and nobility. Melodrama expresses admiration for virtue and 
goodness, showing how powerful they are and how much can be achie
ved if one acts nobly.

In melodrama good and evil need not be motivated, but their exis
tence must not be ignored, diminished or doubted. The hero must 
know what he is fighting for, what he is*fighting against and what 
the stakes are. Good and evil are not his private m atter though they 
influence his private life. Saving the world is the implied theme of 
melodrama. The hero brings new order to his environment and helps 
improve human relations; the fight he undertakes is usually taking 
place in a community. A happy or unhappy ending is less important 
than the recognition of innocence and the restoration of human dignity 
to the victims. Thus melodrama is often a play about the reintegration 
of an individual with society, be he a victim or a repentant villain.

The melodramatic vision is simple and clear; human actions are 
presented as purposeful, meaningful and important. Therefore, the 
world is seen as understandable, making sense, and above all, having 
a moral order. Melodramas convince us about the importance of basic,



natural moral principles, which are easily recognizable, because they 
are shared by all normal human beings. Peter Brooks calls melodrama

not only a moralistic drama but the drama of morality: it strives to find, 
to articulate, to demonstrate, to “prove” the existence of a moral universe 
which, though put into question, masked by villainy and perversions of judge
ment, does exist and can be made to assert its presence and its categorical 

force among men.10

In melodrama, good and evil are always revealed through man. In 
plays in which evil is external, as with war, earthquakes, epidemics, 
illness, etc., it is the way the characters respond to the calamity that 
counts. “We may legitimately claim that melodrama becomes the prin
cipal mode for uncovering, demonstrating and making operative the 
essential moral universe in a post-sacred era.”11 It represents a res
ponse to the loss of the tragic vision, claims Brooks. “Melodrama rep
resents both the urge toward resacralization and the impossibility of 
conceiving sacralization other than in personal terms.”12

Melodrama implies the existence of transcendence—in a sense that 
it does not allow us to think the world is completely devoid of it—but 
it is acted out in human, secular terms. It is the genre of secular times, 
the expression of the moral imagination of contemporary man. Melo
drama does not have to be moralizing or didactic, but, being a drama 
of morality, it is worthy of interest as it directs the audiences’ atten
tion towards fundamental moral conflicts which cannot be avoided in 
any human life. G. B. Shaw observed:

A good melodrama is a more difficult thing to write than all this c l e v e r -  

-ciever comedy: one must go straight to the core of humanity to get it.13

The polarization of good and evil is the basic convention of melo
drama, the basis of its dramatic structure. Therefore there are sharp 
contrasts, extremes, overstatements and scandals. Hyperbole is the 
natural form of expression for melodrama in the structure of its action 
and characterization as well as in its rhetoric. In these plays nothing 
is left unsaid; the characters announce their identity (“I am that miser
able wretch who has ruined your family” or “I am that man whom 
your father’s curse must have followed relentlessly”), their intentions

10 P. Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination..., p. 20.
11 Ibid., p. 15.
11 Ibid., p. 16.
13 G. B. Shaw, in a letter to Ellen Terry of 26 March 1896, as quoted by 

M. Meisel, Shaw and the Nineteenth Century Theatre (Princeton University Press, 
1963), p. 184.



(“I will always pursue you! Everywhere! You will see me ceaselessly, 
a shadow following your footsteps! You will no longer have a single 
day of rest!”), their feelings and opinions about others (“Ungrateful Rose- 
monde!” or “She is the child of crime and adultery!”). They openly 
express their guilt as well as their innocence (unlike the dramatis 
personae of contemporary plays who do not know who they are and 
what they want).

Melodrama offers a spontaneous way of comprehending life: there 
is violent protest, happiness of triumph, or despair of defeat.14 This 
spontaneity seems to be one of the reasons for its popularity, especially 
in our times, when people are afraid of feelings and ashamed of ex
pressing them, when true, real emotions are suppressed, controlled, or 
covered with cynicism and irony due to the requirements of our civil
ization. (As a result some people come to the conclusion that they are 
not able to feel anything any more). It is not difficult to notice the 
connections between melodrama and psychoanalysis, considered by 
some a “contemporary religion.” Psychoanalysis, like melodrama, is the 
drama of articulation. In conversation with a psychoanalyst the patient 
talks out all that bothers him, uncovering what is hidden in his mind, 
while the doctor localizes the “villain.” Realizing the cause of his prob
lems and naming the evil, the patient is relieved and the psychological 
balance is regained. Psychoanalysis, like melodrama, is based on the 
recognition of evil and the struggle against it. Although the psycholo
gical structure of melodramatic characters lacks depth in most cases, 
we can talk about “melodrama of psychology” as it exteriorizes our 
inner conflicts and psychic structure.15

The personification of good and evil, one of the structural principles 
of melodrama, determines the characterization of the dramatis personae. 
They are presented as unified wholes, ethically integrated personali
ties, devoid of any serious inner conflicts or tensions. A melodramatic 
hero does not experience the pain of making decisions or choices. He 
accepts each situation with the same attitude; he acts directly, straight
forwardly, in a decisive way, without any hesitations about his goals. 
He is driven by one single feeling which excludes all others. But the 
inner “wholeness” does not mean his moral excellence or greatness; it 
is the quality of both heroes and villains, of the weak as well as 
strong characters. Such a concept of character is, according to 
R. B. Heilman, and identyfying feature of melodrama. Heilman calls me-

14 J. L, Smith divides melodramas into melodramas of triumph, protest and 
defeat. Cf.: J. L. Smith, Melodrama...

15 Relations of melodrama to psychology are discussed by E. Bently, 
M. Booth, P. Brooks in the works quoted in this paper.



lodrama a “monopathic form” in the sphere of feeling, in contrast to tra
gedy, which is a “polipathic form,” built on the hero’s inner conflict.18 
While the tragic hero contemplates his own guilt, and the realization of 
it causes his suffering, the melodramatic hero contemplates the guilt of 
others, as well as the shortcomings and imperfections of the world. The 
“wholeness” of the dramatis personae allows the audience to experien
ce (through empathy) the emotional unity for which one longs.

In melodrama action is not related to the hero’s character, as it is 
in tragedy. The melodramatic hero falls victim to other people, forces 
or circumstances. He is attacked from the outside. He fights against 
injustice, violence, forces of nature, hostile ideology, enemies of the 
country, etc. Within the melodramatic vision it is taken for granted 
that the victim is right: his protest is justified regardless of the m eth
ods he is using. (War melodramas provide a good example of this 
attitude. We do not analyze the morality of war victims, victims of 
persecutions or seiges.) Therefore positive features of the hero are 
developed and emphasized, while his negative qualities are diminished, 
neglected or omitted. The hero’s nobility is magnified because within 
the melodramatic vision only a noble man may be fully successful in 
his fight against evil. In melodrama we take a part for a whole: the 
characters are strong or weak, guilty or innocent, good or evil, they 
win or are defeated. The moral unity of the hero is not destroyed 
even if he possesses a negative feature or a weakness; (for example 
a good hearted gambler or a noble prostitute). Such contradictions do 
not create a conflict within his/her conscience; he/she knows what is 
wrong. Although an image of an individual devoid of bad qualities 
tends to be stereotypical, it is easily accepted by the audience, as we 
always tend to think well of ourselves.

If the unity of the character, his inner wholeness, is not very clear, 
the play approaches tragedy. Melodrama and tragedy often stand close 
together permeating each other. In many plays some characters are 
treated by the author in a melodramatic way, others in a tragic manner. 
Melodrama approaches tragedy when the hero stops blaming others 
for his misfortunes coming to an understanding of his own faults and 
mistakes, when he accepts his guilt and responsibility, aware of the 
existence of a higher, divine order and justice. Tragedy requires that 
the hero experience some enlightenment, anagnorisis, and that he chan
ge. The melodramatic characters do not change: melodramatic ana
gnorisis is limited to the recognition of evil and to the choice of the 
right side in the conflict.

ls Cf.: R. B. Heilman, Tragedy and Melodrama...- The Iceman, the Arsonist 
and the Troubled Agent..,



Michael Booth defines melodrama in the following way:

Essentially, melodrama is a dream world inhabited by dream people and 
dream justice, offering audiences the fulfilm ent and satisfaction found only 
ir. dreams. An idealization and simplification of the world of reality, it is in 
fact the world its audiences want but cannot get. Melodrama is therefore 
a dramatization of this second world, an allegory of human experience 
dramatically ordered, as it should be rather than as it is.17

Although we may agree that the melodramatic vision belongs to the 
sphere of dreams—the probability need not be the w riter’s goal—at 
the same time it refers to many important aspects of reality and it is 
deeply rooted in our consciousness and sensibility. It permeates life, at 
the same time relying on real and constant human attitudes. Although 
in life we experience tragedy, comedy and farce, our life in its greater 
part is melodramatic: there is good and evil, laughter and tears, danger 
and fear, pathos and sentimentality, deep emotions, coincidences, in
trigues, the happiness of success and the despair of defeat, sensitivity 
as well as insensitivity to human pain, anger at injustice, compassion 
and self pity, innocence and guilt. We perceive many situations and 
conflicts in which we participate in melodramatic terms; “we” are good, 
honest, and innocent, “we” are right, our cause is the good one, while 
we ascribe evil, dishonesty and enmity to our opponents or rivals. We 
are often compelled to participate in various melodramas: patriotic, 
ideological, political, social, melodramas of survival, protest, etc.

Ezra Pound made the following observation:

The mc*st wildly romantic and melodramatic writer has this advantage over 
the professed “realist,” that whenever anything “happens” in real life it is 
often different from, and often in excess of “fiction,” of the patterns of life 
already portrayed. The dull writer, seeking only verisimilitude, possibly 
writing without experience or imagination, does not take this into account 
and his work lacks real profundity. I am not saying that melodrama is pro
found. But the “unlikely” elem ent in romance has a profound value, a value 

that no aesthetic, no theory of literature, can afford to omit from its scheme 
of things.18

It is the paradox of melodrama that the world and life it presents 
correspond to many things we know from experience, especially to the 
external aspects of reality. This fact, no doubt, contributes to its popu
larity. But the greatest appeal of the melodramatic vision seems to be

17 M. Booth, English Melodrama (London, 1965), p. 14.
18 E. Pound, in an essay written for The New Age, 13 September 1917, as 

quoted by I. D. Mackillop, Ezra Pound, Melodrama, Film, in Studies in English 
and American Literature, In Honour of Witold Ostrowski (Warszawa, Łódź, 1984), 
pp. 100—101.



in its clarity: in the clarity of its characters, in their ethics and their 
behaviour, and above all in their emotional unity. Melodrama heals our 
inner conflicts, allowing us to regain faith in man, in free will, in al
truism, in human readiness to perform a noble action to fight whst is 
considered evil. Melodrama never tries to justify evil; it goes beyond 
determinisms and easy explanations.

Some critics connect the recent interest in melodrama with the 
present situation in the world which they perceive as melodramatic: 
the human race is threatened with annihilation. It will depend on man 
if and how this problem is solved and danger eliminated. But some ac
tion has to be taken; passive waiting and analysis of the processes of 
the fragmentation of the self, human helplessness and despair, escapes 
into illusions will not help here. It is easy to think that good and evil 
are relative, that heroism is a fable, that weakness and cowardice are 
normal ways of behaviour. It is easy to identify oneself with neurotic 
sadness. But the more we concentrate on the absurdity of life, sense
lessness of action, human ugliness, littleness and egoism the mora real 
they will become. If melodrama helps us accept a better, a more de
sired image of man than the one offered by the majority of modern 
playwrights, we do need it.

The history of the world drama proves that every healthy genre is 
capable of transformations; a genre which does not develop kses its 
relevance. Melodrama is a very elastic genre; it can be used for serious 
artistic goals as well as for pure entertainment, or for propaganda. 
There are many possibilities of modifying the melodramatic structure, 
as the analyses of plays reveal.19 However, there is also some danger 
in accepting the simplified melodramatic approach and that way of 
thinking.20 Melodrama can be a means of promoting good causes and 
of educating societies, as well as a means of brainwashing. In spite of 
the limitations of the genre we have to agree with those who see in 
melodrama the “archetype of dram a” (Van Rosador), “the quintessence 
of drama and theatre” (Bentley, Rosenberg), the most common and 
basic literary structure (Heilman), a constant dramatic form of theatre 
representing the very essence of the dramatic impulse directed towards 
dramatizing and intensifying human experience and acting it out. It is 
true that melodrama charges our spiritual batteries, making it possible 
for us to experience the unusual, the intensive, the exceptional, the

ls Cf. K. Tetzeli von Rosador, Myth and Victorian Melodrama,  in Essays and 
Studies, Vol. 32 (1979); R. B. Heilman, The Iceman, the Arsonist and the Troubled  
Agent...

80 Cf. R. B. Heilman, The Iceman, the Arsonist and the Troubled Agent.



exciting, so that we can revitalize our dreams, lift our goals and brigh
ten the greyness of our everyday life.

The time is ripe for a truly and greatly melodramatic drama, a drama which 
w ill assault us with visions of Man Alive in a Universe of Danger—again, 
a kind of formula phrase which suggests the very archetype of Drama. Above 

all, though, Man Alive—alive and in action, and with Death always just off 
stage, waiting in the wings.21

Great art, great drama, great w riters have always made use of such 
material and such themes. It seems that today no one would argue 
with T. S. Eliot who wrote in 1927:

Melodrama is perennial and... the craving for it is perennial and must be 
satisfied. ... So long as novels are written, the possibilities of melodrama must 
from time to time be reexplored. ... You cannot define Drama and Melodrama 
so that they shall be reciprocally exclusive; great drama has something melo
dramatic in it, and the best melodrama partakes of the greatness of drama.22

21 J. L. Rosenberg, Melodrama..., pp. 184— 185.
22 T. S. Eliot, Wilkie Collins and Dickens, in Selected Essays, 1917—1932 (New 

York, 1950), pp. 409—410.

Teresa Pyzik

RZUT OKA NA MELODRAMATYCZNĄ WIZJĘ CZŁOWIEKA I ŚWIATA

S t r e s z c z e n i e

W ostatnich latach obserwuje się wzrost zainteresowania melodramatem w  
pracach dotyczących dramaturgii XIX wieku, w pracach z teorii dramatu anali
zujących strukturę tego gatunku, w  publikacjach o melodramatycznej wizji 
w powieści, a także w badaniach socjologicznych zajmujących się dramatem po
pularnym. Charakterystyczną cechą tych prac jest rehabilitacja tego gatunku, 
uznanego za “podstawową i trwałą strukturę literatury,” obecną w  utworach naj
lepszych pisarzy. Wizja melodramatyczna oparta jest na wysoce emocjonalnym  
konflikcie dobra i zła, pojętych jako kosmiczne siły działające w świeeie poprzez 
ludzi. Melodramat—w przeciwieństwie do większości sztuk współczesnych au
torów, skoncentrowanych na analizie rozpadu czy rozkładu ludzkiej osobowości, 
na ukazywaniu ludzkiej słabości i bezsilności—ukazuje człowieka jako istotę 
spójną wewnętrznie. Działanie bohaterów ukazane jest jako ważne, sensowne
i zmierzające do konkretnego celu, jakim jest wyeliminowanie zła. W przeko
naniu o istnieniu trwałych, naturalnych zasad moralnych, melodramat ukazuje 
moc dobra, cnoty, szlachetności i prawdy w  walce ze złem, choć szczęśliwe zs-



kończenie nie stanowi tu  kryterium  gatunkowego. Spontaniczny sposób pojmo
wania i wyrażania ludzkich przeżyć, emocjonalna jednolitość, a także widowisko
wość melodramatów czynią te sztuki szczególnie atrakcyjnymi dla odbiorców.

Тереса Пызик

КРАТКО О МЕЛОДРАМАТИЧЕСКОМ ВИДЕНИИ ЧЕЛОВЕКА И МИРА

Р е з ю м е

В последние годы можно заметить повышение интереса к мелодраме в ра
ботах, касающихся драматургии XIX века, в работах по теории драмы, рас
сматривающих структуру этого жанра, в публикациях о мелодраматическом 
видении в романе, а также в социологических исследованиях, занимающихся 
популярной драмой. Характерной чертой указанных работ является реабилита
ция этого жанра, считающегося “основной и прочной структурой литературы,” 
которую мы находим в произведениях наилучших писателей. Мелодраматичес
кое видение базируется на высоко эмоциональном конфликте добра и зла, 
рассматриваемых как космические силы, действующие в мире при помощи 
людей. Мелодрама — в противоположность большинству пьес современных ав
торов, сосредоточенных на анализе распада или же разложения человеческой 
индивидуальности, на показании человеческой слабости и бессильности — пока
зывает человека как внутренне единое существо. Действия героев показаны 
как важные, осмысленные, направленные на конкретную цель, какой является 
исключение зла. С убеждением о существовании твердых моральных принци
пов мелодрама показывает силу добра, благородства, правды в борьбе со злом, 
хотя счастливый конец не является в этом случае жанровым критерием. Спон
танный способ понимания и выражения человеческих переживаний, эмоциональ
ное единство, а также зрелищность мелодрам делают эти произведения осо
бенно увлекательными для адресата.



Intruders in The Homecoming 
by Harold Pinter. (A Mythographer’s View)

ZBIGNIEW BIAŁAS

You are not my gueist, you’re an 
intruder. What can I do for you?

H. Pinter, The Collection

1.

A dramatic text can be approached in a number of ways, yet the 
world presented in drama is, par excellence, a composition of charac
ters performing on stage. Drama is to a great extent derived directly 
from primordial rites, ritual dances, performances and myths. Charac
ters have originated in the agents of ritual plot. Accordingly, it seems 
well justified to approach dramatic characters utilising the concepts of 
mythographic criticism. Lyrical poetry and prose have been success
fully analysed in this way; the same methods may apply to drama or, 
to be more specific, to considerations on dramatis personae. In prose and 
poetry literary characters are represented not only by human beings, 
but also by animals, plants, inanimate objects and even abstract notions, 
provided they are endowed with a figural shape. In drama, on the 
other hand, this necessary impersonation is generally achieved by a 
straightforward personification, since each character is almost as a rule 
incorporated into the world of humans. Thus, the borderline between 
an actant in a ritual performance and a character in drama, understood 
in the way presented above, is very subtle and does not hinder effec
tive comparisons.

Justification of a different sort can be provided on the basis of 
characteristic hierarchical systems which govern both myth and drama. 
The background for the hierarchies is a set of complex and multifarious 
criteria, and one of the most significant factors is the function of a 
character/actant in the plot/performance. Accordingly, there are



major and minor protagonists in dramas, heroes and mediocrities in 
myths, as well as shamans and participants in rites. Additionally, the 
hierarchy is ordered in a similar manner, the prevailing mode of order 
being always linear, i.e. either vertical based on the opposition high/low, 
eg. parents-children, gods-people, rulers-subjects or horizontal, eg. two 
or more brothers, kings, gods, etc.1 Obviously, this classification is 
rarely static and unidimensional. All kinds of interactions are possible 
and one character/actant frequently functions in both vertical and hor
izontal direction forming a given plot. This hierarchical affinity of 
rite/m yth and drama facilitates relevant archetypal analyses of dra
matic characters.

In late ancient times and in the Middle Ages drama developed 
under the influence of Aristotle’s assumptions. In accordance with his 
theory the dominant way of shaping characters was allegory, whereas 
the effect of tragedy was to be a purgation of emotions by pity and 
terror.2 Thus, drama firmly retains its archaic roots, as there is a very 
close correlation between, firstly, the purpose of rites and plays, and 
secondly, the shaping of mythological and dramatic characters. Starting 
with the Renaissance, dramatis personae were increasingly individu
alised as “types” and “characters”; yet, although they were deliberately 
stamped with distinctive features, they hardly constituted an escape 
from traditional archetypal personality patterns. The very division into 
identifiable “types” linked drama to the old ritual mode.

2.

The specific question to be answered is how modem dramatic cha
racters, often almost non-analysable, especially in the ambiguous plays 
where the reader/viewer is confronted with the ideas of absurdity, re
late to the archaic pattern. It is crucial to bear in mind that rites and 
myths were very far from being absurd or even irregular.3 Perhaps 
the most spectacular instance can be discerned in the art of Harold 
Pinter. His construction of characters seems to be directly archetypal 
and there appear numerous regularities in his sophisticated literary 
personalities that can be safely traced back to the earliest forms of rite 
and myth.4 The most striking feature is the recurring character of an

1 Cf. E. Mieletinski, Poetyka mitu  (Warszawa, 1975), p. 287.
2 Cf. R. Palacz, Klasycy filozofii (Warszawa, 1987), pp. 41—46.
8 Cf. A. Cook, Myth and Language (Bloomington, 1980), pp. 37—66.
4 Cf. eg. B. O. States, ‘’Pinter’s ‘Homecoming’: The Shock of Non-recogni

tion,” The Hudson Review,  21, No. 3 (August 1968), pp. 476—477.



Intruder, a menacing figure undermining the status quo of the plane 
of hierarchies, both on the horizontal and vertical level. This pattern 
appears in many variations, not only in P inter’s regular plays (eg. The 
B irthday Party, The Caretaker, The Dum b W aiter, Old Times, The Col
lection) but even in his short monologues (The Examination) and tele
vision screen plays (The Lover).5

Pinter seems to reveal a general lack of interest in broadly inter
preted social aspects of existence. Characteristically, the space where 
dramatic events occur is frequently limited to an enclosed place in 
which the protagonists of the drama live safely to the very moment 
when this inner space is invaded by the unwelcome messengers from 
the outer world.6 There have been numerous interpretations of the sym
bolic and ideological significance of the usurpers haunting his plays. The 
two main approaches suggest that the invaders are encoded represen
tatives of unidentified political parties (thus, the plays are treated as 
analyses of the problem of power) or the intruders symbolize a pro
jection of subconscious inhibitions and fears of the protagonists (here 
follows a psychoanalytical interpretation of the plot-dxeam).7 No satis
factory surveys dealing with the pattern on strictly mythographic 
grounds have been presented so far. Such a neglect is fairly surprising 
because the situation where menace comes from somewhat vague ex
teriors, causing manifold tensions in a comparatively peaceful comm
unity evidently derives from tribal consciousness.8

It would be advisable to limit the analysis to one type of intrusion, 
hopefully the one which could be unmistakably Pinterian. Due to the 
scope of this paper such a technical limitation is necessary, and at the 
same time it helps find a tentative definition of intrusion, which can 
hold both for P in ter’s dramas and traditional mythologies. P inter him
self gives a satisfactory definition in one of his plays, when an in tru
der is bluntly but adequately referred to as “a stranger coming into 
the house without an invitation.”9

Having thus established the definition, one can start searching for 
the pattern. Many instances of the relevant myths can be encountered 
in all Mediterranean cultures, eg. Greek Alexander, Hebrew Noah’s 
Sons, Babylonian Anzu or Roman Vesta/Priapus themes. It would be 
improbable to find any fully developed mythology that does not utilise

3 J. Pesta, “Pinter’s Usurpers,” Drama Survey  6, (Spring 1967) pp. 54—65.
6 Cf. M. Wiszniowska, The Second Wave in British Theatre: 1964— 1973. Some 

Aspects of the Phenomenon (Katowice, 1985), p. 58.
7 J. Pesta, “Pinter’s...”, pp. 54—65.
8 B. Malinowski, Wierzenia pierwotne i formy ustroju społecznego, (Warsza

wa, 1984), pp. 314—320.
9 H. Pinter, The Collection (London, 1963), p. 28.



this popular pattern. In non-European cultures Ramayana  provides 
a close counterpart of the motif in the story of Indra, a noble sage 
Gautama and his wife Analya.10

3.

Our considerations will be focused on Harold P in ter’s play The 
Homecoming, since the overall pattern of intrusion is apparently less 
evident and more complex here than in other plays, like The Birthday  
Party , The Caretaker, Old Times  or The Collection, where the motif 
in question is very straightforward and finds immediate corresponden
ces in numerous mythological situations. In The Homecoming, on the 
other hand, tracing patterns of intrusion requires more careful exami
nation. At face value a reader/viewer is confronted with a family 
living in an unorthodox harmony. The family consists of Max, his 
brother Sam and Max’s two sons: Lenny and Joey. A series of encoun
ters develops when the third son, Ted, a Ph. D., comes back home from 
America. He brings his wife Ruth with him and she eventually shat
ters the stability of the family.

The play has been frequently analysed and there exist varied ap
proaches towards it. The Homecoming  is sometimes seen as the text 
about emotional disengagement and withdrawal into a world of intellect 
(Ganz, 1972) sometimes as a m ixture of plain family drama at the 
naturalistic level and of obsessive sexual fantasy (Storch, 1967) or as 
a version of a family reunion (Wiszniowska, 1985) and exploration of 
intimate situations between men and women (Wiszniowska, 1985). Some 
approaches stress that the characters represent a modern consciousness 
wholly abstracted from its environment (Lahr, 1968). The Homecoming  
is also recognized as one of P inter’s most realistic plays (Pesta, 1967) 
avoiding the tricks of the more obvious Pinterese (Esslin, 1970). The 
critics who concentrate on the language stress the subtlety of linguistic 
structures, the economy of the play and density of subtext beneath the 
sparseness of the text (Esslin, 1970). Interestingly enough, it has also 
been suggested that it is a play where psychology and myth seem unsa
tisfactory as explanations because it is hard to see what the mythic and 
psychological elements prove (States, 1968).11

The question now is what the mythic elements reveal, especially 
with respect to the pattern of Intrusion. Obviously, Ruth is the outsi
der because she is an alien. Mythologically reasoning, she comes from

10 Hindu Myths (Harmondsworth, 1984), pp. 91—97.
11 Cf. M. Wiszniowska, The Second..., p. 37 and A. Ganz ed., Pinter, A Col

lection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs, 1972).



a different realm and she occupies a different “perch” on the vertical 
axis of hierarchies. Having seen the world and being the wife of a man 
of knowledge, she stands higher than Ted’s family. Additionally, she 
is psychically ambiguous and sexually attractive. Until her arrival the 
small male community lived obscurely in a state of unique harmony, 
depending on the fairly unperturbed hierarchy:

Max ------------------------  Sam

Joey ---------------------Lenny

This structure guaranteed safety. Sam was never married and Max 
is a widower. The all-male community was firmly established within 
the boundaries of the house. Ruth’s sudden arrival and degeneration 
to the level of the family shatters the stability. Already in the first 
conversation between Ruth and Lenny, the young man rightly proph- 
esises trouble and turmoil:

Then you come here without a word of warning and start 
to make trouble.12

It is worth noticing that to come without warning was always a pri
vilege of mythical gods, which again emphasises that Ruth stands high
er in the hierarchy of roles. This is perhaps the decisive reason why 
she cannot fit in the family and maintain harmony. Max has the pre
monition immediately and therefore attacks Ted and Ruth abusing 
them:

Who asked you to bring dirty tarts into this house?13

Danger signals were sounded by the representatives of both levels. 
It is as if, to use Milton’s handy phrase, all N ature’s works gave signs 
of woe, that all was lost.14 Things cannot be reverted now. In effect, 
Max starts a row, hitting Joey and Sam, which is the first obvious 
result of Ruth’s ominous influence.

It is sometimes argued that Ruth is not the total outsider in the 
play because she finally stays as the “communal concubine for the fa
mily”.15 Yet, her decision is hardly a good omen. She still does not fit 
the structure and she never will because she is not lawfully initiated

12 H. Pinter, The Homecoming (London, 1977), p. 34.
13 Ibid., p. 41.
14 J. Milton, Paradise Lost (New York, 1968), p. 211.
15R.F.  Storch, "Harold Pinter’s Happy Families,” The Massachussetts Re

view,  8, (Autumn 1967), p. 708.



and thus remains a usurper whose ultimate aim (whether conscious or 
not) is to ruin the family altogether. She, the goddess, is usurped by 
Ted’s family but in the long run it is the family that will be usurped 
by her.16 Max cleary realizes the ominous tru th  after Ted’s homelea- 
ving:

Listen, I’ve got a funny idea she’ll do- the dirty on up,
you want to bet? She’ll use us, she’ll make use of us,
I can tell you! I can smell it!17

It has been hinted before that Ruth is not the only intruder in the 
play. Ted is the other one, although this assumption may seem far
fe tch ed  because, after all, he is a proper member of the family. 
Though he lives in America, his absence was never a deficiency; on the 
contrary, it was rather indispensable for the proper, passive balance 
because, as a scholar, he could not fit into the hierarchical structure, 
either vertically or horizontally. In mythologies, knowledge used to be 
a rare divine gift which gave power over one’s peers. Therefore, Ted 
could not remain on the same line as his “ignorant” brothers. At the 
same time, he could not climb vertically surpassing his elders and still 
maintain the sacred hierarchy. Climbing up would be the case of a 
heroic myth, where static harmony does not exist. Yet, Pinterian cha
racters do not excel in heroic exploits. Accordingly, Ted had to leave 
home in the past and in coming back he is as alien as Ruth. There is 
no adequate place for him in the family and this is the reason why he 
is not the counterpart of the Prodigal Son, as the title might suggest.

Moreover, it is perfectly conformable to the rule to have a member 
of the family acting as an intruder, even if the said member still for
mally belongs to the household. There exist quite a few mythological 
parallels as far as the motif of Ted’s intrusion is concerned. One of the 
closest can be found in the Biblical story of Noah and his sons (Gene
sis, IX). The respective equivalence of basic structural details is so con
siderable that it might be tempting to draw a conclusion that The Ho
m ecoming  is a contemporary version of Noah’s myth. However, con
trary  to what might be expected, mythographic criticism prevents itself 
from offering ready-made moulds as to the plausible sources of a given 
literary work. The major reason for presenting the semblances is ra th 
er to reveal continuity of lore, and in this particular case to present 
the overall archetypal pattern in what otherwise seems an original in
stance of intrusion.

14 J. Pesta, “Pinter’s...”, p. 58.
17 H. Pinter, The Homecoming (London, 1977), p. 81.



The ninth chapter of Genesis presents a short narrative. The sons 
of Noah who went out of the ark were Shem, Ham and Japheth. Noah 
became a farmer after the Flood and he planted the first vineyard. 
When he drank some wine and inevitably became drunk, he took off 
his clothes and lay naked in his tent. Metaphorically speaking, Noah 
lay exposed and vulnerable within the boundaries of his house, i.e. his 
inner realm. The respective phase in The Homecoming  runs as follows: 
Max has three sons as well (which is an elegant coincidence, although 
the exact number of the sons is of small relevance for the pattern 
itself). Max and those members of his family who form the static har
mony defined earlier in this paper, went to their beds in the evening 
and while sleeping, remain safe within the boundaries of their locked 
house.

In the second phase of the Biblical story Ham entered the tent and 
noticed his father’s nakedness. Afterwards, he went out and told his 
brothers what he had just done and seen. Ham violated Noah’s sacred 
isolation and though technically a member of the family, became an 
intruder. In P inter’s play, Ted came home during the night and, using 
his old key, opened the house and entered with Ruth. Without waking 
anybody up, they took possession of the rooms, which was a proper 
act of intrusion. The only person to wake up was Lenny and he seemed 
to be very confession-prone. Ted and Ruth listened to his lengthy, ex
hibitionist monologues and thus, both protagonists sinned in the same 
way as Ham did. It might be also noted in passing that Ted additio
nally sinned by stealthily bringing Ruth home.

The last phase takes place in the morning, when both Noah and 
Max are awake. They behave in a very similar manner. Furious Noah 
pronounces a curse on Ham’s son, Canaan (which is a later formula of 
the original curse which, logically enough, was pronounced on Ham) 
and Max duly curses Ted and Ruth:

Take that disease away from me. Get her away from me...
Chuck them out... I said chuck them out.18

The three phases described above can be presented schematically in 
the following manner:

Father, asleep in his 
house, does not anti
cipate intrusion

Son commits an act 
of intrusion, violates 
privacy of the house

Father awakes, learns 
the truth, pronounces 
curse on the intruder 
and/or his family

18 Ibidem, p. 42.

9 Discourse and C haracter



Apparently, this simple, linear structure does little more than con
firm the tragic mode of the play,19 yet surprisingly, it can offer new 
perspectives in analysing motivations behind Pinterian characters in 
The Homecoming. There still prevails a general attitude that his dra
matis personae, being sketchy and obscure, behave in an incomprehen
sible way.20 Mythographic criticism, keeping its distance from polished 
(or rugged) surfaces of literary works in favour of structural skeletons, 
is in a position to reveal comprehensibility, where other methods are 
inefficient. When one comes to realize the archaic patterns, it is much 
easier to understand why Teddy has to remain an outsider and cannot 
really come back home, why he eventually has to leave and why Ruth 
announces her fateful decision to stay.

Obviously, the suggestions put forward in this paper are not defini
tive and do not cover all aspects of P in ter’s construction of characters 
in the play. The main protagonists are analysed here as actants  with 
specific roles. There is no denying that they are also individualised and 
it would not be difficult to point at the directions of their individuality. 
This, however, would be beyond the scope of this paper the main pur
pose of which was to concentrate on a small, though undoubtedly im
portant segment of the drama and to present the possibilities of the 
mythographic approach for wideranging analyses of dramatic texts. 
Obviously, it has to be conceded that other critical methods and the 
text itself still offer a lot for a discerning critic.

19 Cf. N. Frye, Anatomy of Criticism  (Princeton, 1971).
2» Cf. B. O. States, “Pinter’s...”, pp. 474—86.

Zbigniew Białas

INTRUZ W POWROCIE DO DOMU  HAROLDA PINTERA 
(PODEJŚCIE MITOGRAFICZNE)

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Artykuł stanowi próbę analizy postaci w  dramacie Harolda Pintera Powrót  
do domu  (The Homecoming) przy zastosowaniu aparatu pojęciowego krytyki ar- 
chetypowo-mitograficznej. Autor uzasadnia wybór tej metody pokrewieństwem  
typologicznym postaci w  archaicznym rytuale i micie oraz w  dramacie. Na w y
bór sztuki Pintera wpłynęła wszechobecność motywu Intruza w  utworach sceni
cznych, monologach i scenariuszach telewizyjnych tego dramaturga. Autor arty
kułu koncentruje się na dwóch archetypowych postaciach — są nimi Ted i jego 
żona Ruth. W toku analizy okazuje się, że zgodnie z założeniami teorii mitogra-



ficznej Ted nie może być uważany za wcielenie Syna Marnotrawnego, co suge
ru je  tytuł sztuki. Mitem, który bezpośrednio przylega do postaci Teda, wydaje 
się być mit o synach Noego. Natomiast postać Ruth jest przykładem tradycyjnego 
ujęcia motywu Intruza. Rezultatem powrotu Teda i jego żony jest zburzenie sta
tycznej harmonii rodziny na poziomach wertykalnym  i horyzontalnym.

Збигнев Бялас

ПРИШЕЛЕЦ В ДРАМЕ ГАРОЛЬДА ПИНТЕРА THE HOMECOMING  
(МИФОГРАФИЧЕСКИЙ ПОДХОД)

Р е з ю м е

В статье автор пытается провести анализ героев в драме Гарольда Пинтера 
The H om ecoming  с использованием понятийного аппарата архетипно-мифографи- 
ческой критики. Автор обосновывает свой выбор такого метода типологическим 
родством героев в архаическом ритуале и мифе, а также в драме. На выбор 
пьесы Пинтера повлияло присутствие мотива Пришельца в сценических произ
ведениях, монологах и телевизионных сценариях этого драматурга. Автор статьи 
концентрируется на двух архетипных героях — Теде и его жене Рут. Во время 
анализа оказывается, что, согласно принципам мифографической теории, Теда 
нельзя считать воплощением Блудного сына, что подсказывало бы название 
пьесы. Мифом, который непосредственно касался бы Теда, думается, может 
быть миф о сыновьях Ноя, а образ Рут являлся бы примером традиционного 
понимания мотива Пришельца. Результат возращения Теда и его жены — нару
шение статической гармонии семьи на вертикальном и горизонтальном уровнях.



The Grotesque in the Fiction 
of Carson McCullers and Truman Capote

JERZY SOBIERAJ

The present century has been typified by the intensification of the gro
tesque tendencies in art.1 Grotesqueness has become both one of the 
most active categories of contemporary art and the means of expres
sion characteristic for this century.2

Various influences of determinism and discoveries in the field of 
psychology (and especially psychoanalysis) question the univocal cha
racter of such notions as guilt and responsibility, also calling into que
stion the notions of sin and punishment hitherto existing. Thus the 
methods of dramatizing the action of a literary work have had to be 
modified. Existentialism, so popular all over the world, undisputably, 
precipitated the twentieth century revival of the grotesque—particu
larly as the method of creating dramatic action and means of shaping 
characters.

Diirrenmatt wrote that without a sense of individual guilt, so neces
sary for tragedy in order to create the aspect for this world, we must 
resort to the grotesque and tragicomedy.3 Kayser seems to supplement 
the above remark saying that grotesque creatures can become a form 
of protest against any rationalism and systematization of thinking.4

Within the compass of ages grotesqueness was identified with mon
strosity (Benvenuto Cellini) and also with mystery. Also the m ixture 
of the mechanical and the organic was regarded as grotesque. The con

1 See M. Bachtin, Tworcziestwo Fransua Rablie (Moskwa, 1965).
2 L. Sokół, “Historia i współczesność groteski,” Dialog, No. 8 (1970), p. 85.
3 Quoted by L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon. Aspects of the Grotesque 

in German Post-Romantic Prose (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1963), p. 1; See also 
W. Kayser, Das Groteske. Seine Gestaltung in Malerei und Dichtung (Oldenburg, 
1957), p. 11.

1 W. Kayser, Das Groteske..., p. 203.



nection of fear and laughter seems to be very close to the essence of 
grotesqueness. Such a definition, though simplified, is very helpful in 
any examination of the problem. The connection of fear (horror) with 
laughter is, in this sense, similiar to the connection of beauty and
ugliness.

Jennings trying to establish what grotesque is becomes critical 
about linking the term grotesqueness with such notions as monstrosity, 
distortion, playfulness, horror joined with strangeness. In order to touch 
the essence of grotesqueness Jennings advises us to return  constantly 
to traditional objects and characters to which the grotesque is related. 
According to Jennings there are certain typical examples of the gro
tesque: first, Gothic chimeras—strange demons and devils5 characteri
stic of the 15th and 16th century sculpture and painting; second, cer
tain characters of commedia dell’arte, e.g. Pantalone and the clown, 
Pantalone’s close kindred; third, fetishes, masks or idols of primitive 
mythology and art. Apart from these, remarks Jennings, reality itself, 
i.e. strange, disfigured persons, are considered grotesque. Other strange 
products of nature—gnarled branches, clouds, rocks, smoke, a skele
ton—also belong to this group.6 Undeniably, we come here to the notion 
of deforfmation—a common feature of all those groups mentioned by 
Jennings.7 Therefore, deformation in connection w ith horror and laugh
ter becomes one of the most significant characteristic features of the 
grotesque. “The element of the terrible must be disguised and robbed 
of its menace by the suggestion of the small, insignificant, contempti
ble, and ludicrous.”8

The twentieth century fiction which uses grotesqueness as a means 
of expression is extremely plentiful.9 Fiction of the American South, 
especially that of Carson McCullers and Truman Capote—and first of 
all his early novels—exemplify the application of the grotesque in con
temporary literature. In the writings of both authors we come across:

1) grotesque characters,
2) grotesque situations,
3) other grotesque creatures and formations (leaves, herbs, strange 

birds...).

5 See also J. Onimus, “Le Grotesque et l ’expśrience de la ‘Luciditś’,” Reveue 
d'Esthetique, No. 3/4 (1966), p. 290.

6 L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon..., pp. 7—8.
7 Jennings looks on deformation as an important element of the grotesque 

with a critical eye but later in his considerations he seems to emphasize its 
significance. See L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon..., pp. 5—6 and 8—9.

8 Ibid., p. 17.
9 M. Bachtin, Tworcziestwo...



A ssu m in g  a fte r  J e n n in g s , th a t  a h u m a n  b o d y  is  a stan d ard  d e fo r 
m a tio n  o f w h ic h  is  g ro te sq u e  w e  h a v e  to  r e m em b e r  th a t  th is  s ta te m e n t  
r e fe r s  n o t o n ly  to  ch a ra c ters  b u t a lso  to o th e r  c r ea tu res  an d  fo rm a tio n s  
w h ic h  in th e ir  sh a p e  r e se m b le , in  a w a y , h u m a n  b o d y , i.e . d em o n s, a n i
m a ls , sk e le to n s , sk u lls , an d  o th e r  o b je c ts  r e se m b lin g  p eo p le . H u m an  
b o d y  sh o u ld  be tre a te d  h e r e  in  its  tw o fo ld  a sp ect: e x te r io r  (sh ap e, a p p e
a ran ce) an d  in te r io r  ( fe e lin g s , rea ctio n s).

Drawing her characters Carson McCullers often deforms this stan
dard. The most typical characters occurring in her fiction are cripples, 
curious deviants, tomboys—girls whose behavior is characteristic of 
males. All of them are, to some extent, grotesque, each in its own way.

In all her novels and in the famous novelette The Ballad of the Sad 
Cafe we come across a relatively great accumulation of such persons.

Singer and Antonapoulos, two characters of The Heart Is a Lonely  
Hunter, together with Lymon, a character of the novelette, are cripples. 
Related to them are certain disfigured characters whose features are 
overstated by the author, e.g. Miss Amelia Evans of The Ballad of the  
Sad Cafe.

Lymon is “a hunchback... scarcely more than four feet tall and... 
[he] wore a ragged, dusty coat that reached only his kness. His crook
ed little legs seemed too thin to carry the weight of his great w rap
ped chest... . He hat a very large head with deepset blue eyes and a 
sharp little mouth. His face was both soft and sassy.” Amelia’s face is 
“sexless and white, with two grey crossed eyes... turned inward so 
sharply... . She was a dark tall woman with bones and muscles like 
a man. Her hair was cut short... . Miss Amelia measured six feet two 
inches in height.”10

The first meeting between Amelia and Lymon, whose appearance 
awakens mixed feelings, raises laughter and fills us with certain ter
ror—the folk character of the scene is undeniable. Lymon’s battered 
coat, the way he is holding his body, and Amelia’s posture bring us 
close to the characters of commedia dell’arte. The meeting between 
these two strange persons is similar to the meeting between Pulcinella 
and Coviello, but here in the novelette delicate Lymon acts the part 
of humpbacked Pulcinella, and Amelia embodying rather masculine 
features, acts that of Coviello—an inversion of sexes is what strikes us 
so much in the text.

Certain distance accompanying the meeting between Amelia and 
Lymon are identical with those involved during the meeting of the 
characters of commedia dell’arte.

10 C. McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Cafe (New York, 1964), pp. 3, 4, 6,
7, 61,



Also Antonapoulos of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter  walking in his 
yellow, sometimes green, shirt worn rather sloppily shares much in 
common with the characters of commedia dell’arte. His face is fat, his 
lips carry a silly smile.

Lymon’s rags, the colors of Antonapoulos’ shirt and his carelessness 
about his attire bear resemblance to a clown. The faces are also signi
ficant—Lymon’s sassy face and his mouth, Amelia’s white face, Anto
napoulos’ silly smile resemble both the make-up and appearance of a 
clown’s face who, expressing such opposite feelings as pain, bitterness, 
scoff and laughter, irony, drollery, which form the quintessence of 
grotesqueness. For Jennings “The carnival or circus often serves as the 
background for a grotesque situation... ,”u  In all these ficticious situa
tions such connection seems to be undisputable. One must also perceive 
that the characters’ faces are so specific that they resemble masks. Kay- 
ser states that faces covered with masks belong to the persistent ele
ments of the grotesque.12

During the first meeting between the hunchback and Amelia, Ly- 
mon keeps Amelia guessing, destroying her status quo which is charac
teristic of grotesque situations. Jean Onimus remarks that while amu
sing a clown loses his motive for laughing, clown’s performance anni
hilates any safety.13 Thus, both the characters of such a performance 
and the situation created are equipped with all the features of the 
grotesque.

Carson McCullers incessantly treats a face, a human body and its 
funtcions as the standard which is continually deformed. The standard 
itself is usually related to the notion of an ideal or beauty. We are 
surrounded by relative notions and trying to define them we meet 
relative notions as well. Thus one must be aware of the lack of preci
sion in defining the standard.

Phytagorean objectivism connects beauty with harmony and pro
portion. Subjectivism introduces many opinions on beauty—contrasting 
and inaccurate-—e.g. relating beauty to pleasure. St. Thomas Aquinas 
defines beauty in its relation to the subject endowed with love. The 
definition of beauty is also contained here in the statem ent “pulchra  
sunt que visa p lacen t .”14 And agnosticism gives many different defini
tions of beauty.15

Carson McCullers, one notices, first of all creates her characters by

11 L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon..., p. 20.
12 W. Kayser, Das Groteske..., p. 198.
13 J. Onimus, “Le Grotesque...,” p. 297.
14 Quoted by P. Jaroszyński, Metafizyka piękna  (Lublin, 1986), p. 37.
15 See ibid., p. 41.



deforming the beauty as defined by objectivists. Disfigurement often 
manifests itself in lack, incompleteness, and deviation. Singer cannot 
hear and speak, sickly Honey Brown, a character of The M em ber of the 
W edding, is “only partially finished,” and Penderton of Reflections in 
a Golden Eye  is “grotesque in form.”

The deformed characters are at the same time the most sensitive 
ones (Singer, Alice Langdon, private Williams). A. S. Knowles exami
ning the novels of Carson McCullers writes that “in order to be sensi
tive one also has to be different...; the sensitive must always be mar
tyred.”16 Sensitivity is determined here by the painful experience of 
the characters in question.

Love itself can also form the standard. The w riter attempts to 
transform and reorientate our conventional attitude towards love, which 
is evident, especially in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe and in Reflections 
in a Golden Eye. Louise Gossett observes: that “When capacity for love 
has been utterly twisted, the result is the grotesqueness and violence 
of perversion.”17 Gossett’s words excellently adjust themselves to the 
characters of Reflections in a Golden Eye—Williams, Penderton, and 
also Alison, the acrimonious and disappointed wife of major Langdon, 
who mutilates herself by cutting off her nipples with garden shears. 
The curious combination of terrible self-abasement and a trivial cutting 
instrum ent must seem very grotesque. Pain and sneer, smirk and des
pair create the grotesque act transforming Alison into a grotesque 
cripple.

Also Williams’ and Penderton’s latent homosexuality can be in ter
preted as an attem pt to rearrange the generally accepted sexual stan
dards of behaviour and of human reactions. Here McCullers constructs 
her characters with a good deal of subtlety. Stephen Adams, the author 
of a fine study on the problem of homosexuality in literature, remarks 
that Carson McCullers “deals with homosexuality in terms of the gro
tesque, this is only in the sense that it pictures the deformities brought 
about by the repression of desires.”18

Tomboys, so popular in the fiction of the 40s and 50s, constitute 
a distinct group of grotesque characters. There would be nothing unu
sual about little girls resembling urchins, climbing up roofs and drin
king beer as Mick, a character of The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, or 
Frankie Adams19 playing with a knife like boys, if the girls were able

18 A. S. Knowles, Six Bronze Petals and Two Red: Carson McCullers in the 
Forties, in The Forties, W. French, ed. (Everett, 1969), p. 93.

17 L. Cxosset, Violence in Recent Southern Fiction (Durham, 1965), p. 169.
18 S. Adams, The Homosexual as Hero in Contemporary Fiction (London, 

1980), p. 61.
19 The girls’ names are masculine.



to relate themselves to a proper gender while crossing the border of 
adolescence. True that here they are caught in a particular moment 
when one is neither a child nor an adult, and even their sexual identity 
is ambiguous.

But here the conventional standards of femininity are broken. Louise 
Westling examining the problem notices that “The girl who persists in 
her boyishness through adolescence becomes odder and odder, as social 
indulgence changes to disapproval. Dresses must be worn, manners 
must be learned, behaviour must become restrained and graceful. As 
a girl the tomboy is charming; as an adult she is grotesque.”20

Here the grotesqueness is grounded on the opposition of comicality 
to seriousness, on contrasting comic situations, e.g. Mick sitting on the 
roof, with real disintegration of personality. Amelia Evans of The Bal
lad of the Sad Cafe can serve as an example of such persistent disinte
gration of personality formed in her childhood and not changed ever 
since. Amelia is a grown-up version of a tomboy.

The grotesque acquires new meanings here. On the one hand it can 
be defined as an i n a b i l i t y  t o  k e e p  p a c e  w i t h  t i m e  
p a s s i n g  — disloyalty to time. On the other hand a c h a r a c t e r  
i s  u n a b l e  t o  c o p e  w i t h  a s i t u a t i o n  — there is considera
ble discrepancy between w h a t  i s  and w h a t  s h o u l d  be.

It is noticable that the grotesque characters are often involved in 
situations which are grotesque themselves. It is almost impossible to 
discuss characters in separation from their context, i.e. situation. The 
prayer of Antonapoulos, naked Williams riding a horse, Alison’s self- 
-mutilation—all these situations are grotesque.

Amelia beating her husband and than turning him adrift also crea
tes a grotesque situation. Marvin “was trying to tell her something, but 
before he could open his mouth she had swung once with her fist and 
hit his face so hard that he was thrown back against the wall and one 
of his front teeth was broken.”21 But the culmination of the grotesque 
is achieved in the scene in which laughter and horror, comic impulse 
and compassion coexist side by side, i.e. the later fight between Amelia 
and Marvin in the final scene of The Ballad of the Sad Cafe.

Marvin Macy, after greasing his body comes face to face with 
Amelia. Amelia, in heavy boots, old overalls rolled up to her knees, 
awaits Marvin’s attack.

20 L. Westling, “Carson McCullers’ TomboyiS,” Southern Humanities Review, 
Vol. 14 (1980), p. 339.

21 C. McCullers, The Ballad,..., p. 32.



For a few  seconds after the first blows they merely shuffled their feet on 
the bare floor, experim enting with various positions and making mock fists .... 
Miss Amelia was hurled backward so that she staggered and almost fell, and 
another time Marvin Macy caught a knock on the shoulder that spun him 
around like a top.82

In the climax of the struggle, when Amelia seems to gain a victory 
over Marvin, Lymon springs forward and lands on Miss Amelia’s back 
making Marvin win the fight. Then Marvin Macy and Lymon ruin 
Miss Amelia’s premises and leave the town.

The scene of the strange fight between a man and a woman, grotes
que in itself, is preceded by the view of a hawk with a bloody breast 
circling around the property of Amelia.

In the above situation we can distinguish features typical of a 
clown’s performance: the audience, clowns, clowns’ make-up, e.g. Mar
vin’s greased body, the performance, i.e. the fight, and a clown perfor
ming acrobatic tricks, i.e. Lymon jumping on Amelia’s back. Richard 
Gray calls our attention also to the fact that fight is a “combination 
of the macabre and the grotesque.”23 Moreover, the movements of cha
racters, their desperation to win after all, convince us that the scene 
reflects a traditional danse macabre.

A hawk with a bloody breast is not only an ominous sign; it also 
makes the grotesque scene complete and emphasizes its grotesqueness 
through its association with medieval grotesque ornamentation used in 
painting and sculpture. Besides, in the earlier part of the novelette Car
son McCullers introduces numerous elements serving a similiar purpose: 
leaves, herbs, a ring, kidney stones, an acorn, ragged swifts, feathery 
ashes24, and a golden eye25.

All the descriptions of characters and situations could well be 
descriptions of paintings. Carson McCullers makes the reader believe 
in the motto Ut pictura poesis. The characters and situations she crea
tes are, in a sense, literary equivalents of those from the grotesque 
paintings of Bosch and Breugel.

2* Ibid., p. 66.
23 R. Gray, The Literature of Memory. Modern Writers of the American  

South (Baltimore and London, 1977), p. 270.
24 G. Vasari in his Vita di Pietro Perugino pittore (in Le vite dei piu eccel- 

lenti pittori, scultori e architetti, C. Ragghianti, ed., Vol. 1 (Milano, Roma, 1954)) 
mentions Bacchiacca whose pictures contained grotesque elements: animals and 
rare herbs. Similar grotesque elements can be found in the writings of McCullers.

25 For more explanation, see D. Edmonds, Carson McCullers (Austin, 1969), 
p. 17. See also Ch. E. Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties (Chicago and London, 1963), 
p. 254.



The frequency of appearance of all those grotesques in her fiction 
creates one complex grotesque painting and the means of expression 
applied here accomplish the main purpose of the w riter—her strong 
wish to show human isolation, solitude, helplessness. And, reverting to 
fine arts once again, similarly to the painting of Siqueiros Our Times, 
expressing outstandingly the atmosphere of our century, the fiction of 
Carson McCullers constitutes an important reflection on the existance 
of contemporary man.

Types of characters occurring in her fiction are also present in the 
writings of Truman Capote; cripples and curious persons appear espe
cially in his early novels.

If there is any literary influence of Carson McCullers on Truman 
Capote, which seems undisputable, it can certainly be noticed in his 
use of grotesqueness. Miss Roberta of Other Voices, Other Rooms, si
milarly to Miss Amelia is a “muscular woman... . She had long ape-like 
arms that were covered with dark fuzz, and there was a w art on her 
chin, and decorating this w art was a simple antenna-like hair.”28

Capote presents a predilection for decorating his female characters 
with male fuzz. On Amy’s face, a character of the same novel, “Joel 
noticed the vague suggestion of a mustache fuzzing her upper lip.” 
Randolph’s mother grew a fine beard. On the one hand, women’s faces 
and behavior resemble masculine characteristics (Zoo with her scar—a 
mark left by Keg trying to cut her throat, Amy’s and Roberta’s fuzz, 
Idabel’s behavior) and, on the other, male characters have inclination 
to homosexutlity sometimes behaving like women (Randolph’s appea
ring in his make-up with a lady’s ring on his finger and disguised as 
a woman; Joel’s homosexual initiation).

Demon-like women and strange man fill the novel: one procession 
of clowns rubs shoulders with the other comprising a giant Negro ste- 
vadore a one-armed barber, a dwarf doctor, the pygmean Negro ser
vant and his son “m urdered” by a persian cat, a toothless herm it and 
some others.

The characters are distorted so precisely, so efficiently deformed 
that they seem to come from a different world, from some fantastic 
fairy-tales. J. S. Shrike notices that Capote “has a taste for the fanta
stic grotesque and his successful effects are drawn closely from the 
tradition of fairy-tale.”27

The standard, we have been relating to so far, has been deformed 
in Capote’s fiction in every way—not only the characters are disfigured, 
but also love is deformed by their narcissism. The characters appear as

M T. Capote, Other Voices, Other Rooms (New York, 1918), p. 16.
17 J. S. Shrike, “Recent Phenomena,” Hudson Review, Vol. 1 (1948), p. 142.



if in a narcotic dream. Such an accumulation of grotesques in one place 
is almost unbelievable. Jennings remarks that, as far as the grotesque 
is considered. “A complex relationship is established in which we are 
convinced that something we might ordinarily regard as impossible is 
actually before us.”28 The reader feels exactly the same going through 
the pages of Other Voices, O ther Rooms.

The fight between Joel and Idabel, a grotesque situation from the 
novel, betrays certain similarity to the struggle between Miss Amelia 
and Marvin. It is difficult to say w hether Capote borrows this motif 
from The Ballad of the Sad Cafe or, perhaps, parodies it. But it is 
almost certain that he is well familiar with the scene of the novelette. 
Soon after the fight in Other Voices, Other Rooms, some hawks appro
ach, not with bloody breasts like that one in the novelette, but they 
are also ominous. “The wings of the hawks raged as they fled over 
tree tops. Their shadows sweeping across the road’s broiling sand like 
islands of dark.”29

Apart from the scene of the fight unquestionably grotesque is Ran
dolph’s appearing in a lady’s dress is unquestionably grotesque. But, gro
tesqueness reaches its climax during the show which is a kind of fair 
entertainment. The performance is arranged to surprise and amuse but it 
finally creates mixed feelings—surprise, shock, distaste, and compassion.

At the 10 c tent they saw a four legged chicken (stuffed), and the two headed 
baby floating in a glass tank like a green octopus: Idabel studied it a Ion5 
while, and when she turned away her eyes were m o ist.. . The Duck Boy 
cheered her up; he was sure a comedy all right, quack-quacking, making 
dopey faces and flapping his hands, the fingers of which were webbed togeth
er; at one point he opened his shirt to reveal a white feathery chest, Joel 
preferred Miss Wisteria, a darling little girl, he thought... they did not quite 
believe she was a midget... .30

This m ixture of carnival, circus, and exhibition reminds us of 
certain characters and situations in the fiction of McCullers. A mixture 
of laughter seasoned with sadness, fear, and pity. A clown becomes 
a demon—-he should amuse but he terrifies—a grotesque exhibition 
included in a grotesque carnival.

Grass Harp, Capote’s second novel, contains much more humor and 
fewer grotesque characters than Other Voices, O ther Rooms  but it is 
not devoid of grotesques. Catherine, a Negress, maintains that she is an 
Indian and in order to mask her lack of teeth fills her mouth with 
cotton-wool. The characters met under the tree occupied by the heroes

28 L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon..., p. 10.
29 T. Capote, Other Voices..., p. 64.

Ibid., p. 106.



of the novel are also grotesque. Reverend Buster’s hands “were like 
the dry scrapping feelers of an insect.” Also Mrs Buster resembles a 
strange creature rather than a woman: “In addition to a small vicious 
head, she had high hunched shoulders and a vast body..., skimpy-hai
red head.”31 When the procession of characters coming to punish those 
on the tree appears the second time, there is Amos Legrand among them 
accompanying Verena who “was leaning a hand on his head, which 
came not quite to her hip.”32 Though the description contains much 
humor, Truman Capote associates the characters with animals or stran
ge creatures in order to ridicule them, to emphasize their vices—perfi
dy, meanness, and hypocrisy. When they leave the woods for the first 
time they axe described as a “wedding procession.” Their exterior re
flects their interior, shows their moral degradation which together with 
humor makes the characters grotesque.

Grotesqueness, which is an aesthetic category, begins to function 
here also as an ethical one. As such, it acquires certain quasi theologi
cal character. Man, created in the image of God destroys his beauty 
(standard) by his own wickedness. His moral degradation parallels the 
destruction of his beauty — the condition of the characters of the 
novel resembles that of the king of Tyre described in Ezekiel. He “was 
the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect beauty” and 
“blameless... till iniquity was found in him... The king’s degradation 
is also contained in the words

I cast you to the ground
I exposed you before Kings
to feast [italics mine] their eye.s on you.33

In both the novel and the Scripture man’s loss of beauty reflects his 
moral degradation and both sources allude to a carnival.34

The characters of the novel are actors in grotesque performances. 
The persons sitting on the tree amuse but only superficially. One of 
the best grotesque situations in the novel is the scene of the fight in 
the woods—the fight between those sitting on the tree and their neigh
bours who, seemingly, in the name of the law, try  to make the occupants 
of the tree come down. The procession of clowns enters the forest una
ware of what is going to happen. The characters entering the woods

31 T. Capote, Crass Harp (Harmondsworth, 1968), pp. 36—37 and 39.
32 Ibid., p. 99.
33 The Bible, Revisited Standard Version (Collins Clear-Type Press, 1979), 

pp. 687—688.
34 The word “'feast'’ (festival, holiday) when contrasted with the vocabulary

of the horror of casting the king to the ground may have a grotesque effect.



will be soon attacked by those hidden among the branches and forced 
to escape—the grotesque intruders are finally punished.

Complementing these remarks, we should mention one, a very im
portant grotesque element which occurs in the novels of Capote, namely 
a skeleton. Scholars turn our attention to the significance of this ele
ment in the grotesque. Kayser emphasizes that grinning skulls and 
moving skeletons belong to its structure. He also turn  our attention to 
the danse macabre  which is naturally associated with a moving skele
ton.35 Jennings too pays attention te a skeleton and contrasting it with 
the standard, i.e. human body claims:

The peculiar effect of the human skeleton, too, is based on its resemblance 
to an absurdly thin and bony living person.... Finally, the human skeleton 
shows at least the potentiality of a ludicrous agpect in its  semblance to a 
grin and its general resemblance to a puppet or jumping jack.36

In Other Voices, Other Rooms, the name of the place Skully’s Lan
ding is naturally connected with a skull, characterizing the atmosphere 
of the place of action — ominous and mysterious as if from another 
world. In Grass Harp, Collin, the hero, wishes to participate in a fancy- 
-dress ball in the disguise of death. With golden paint, lacking silver, 
Dolly covers his costume with a picture of a skeleton. Collin feels im
prisoned in his fancy dress; thus, in order to quicken the process of 
drying the paint, Dolly wants him to whirl. Trying to show him how 
to do it, she starts whirling herself. In the end, completely exhausted 
Dolly falls in Collin’s arms spoiling the painted pattern. Soon after
words she dies.

The situation, undoubtedly, resembles danse macabre. Binding amu
sement and horror, the two significant elements of the grotesque, can 
be observed in the whole scene. The fancy dress which is a typical 
carnival costume becomes, at the same time, of a bad omen, an omi
nous sign — it augurs a tragic event.

In the writings of both McCullers and Capote grotesqueness is 
achieved by means of deformation, by breaking a conventional stan
dard, i.e. man — harmony of his body, shape of his face, his feelings. 
Such a procedure brings about the occurrance of the indispensable 
elements of grotesqueness: amusement (joy, laughter) and horror (fear, 
anxiety) which affect not only the characters of the fiction but also 
the reader.

The two writers make an attem pt to convince the reader that there 
is no wide gap between the contemporary and the old use of grotesque

*5 W. Kayser, Das Groteske..., p. 198.
38 L. B. Jennings, The Ludicrous Demon..., p. 8, 11.



ness. Both, consciously or not, turn back to the traditional motifs of 
the grotesque:

1) curious, disfigured, lonely characters revert the original medieval 
and Renaissance gargoyles and chimeras;

2) the situations suggest a clown performance, scenes of commedia  
dell’arte, or danse macabre;

3) grotesque creatures and other formations can be related to me
dieval, Renaissance and Baroque grotesque ornaments used in painting 
and architecture—skeletons37, animals, especially strange birds, herbs, 
and so on.

For both writers the grotesque is a possibility of expressing certain 
important purports—moral degradation of the characters, their diffe
ren t natures, and solitude. Thus, being such a universal method of ex
pression, it refers to contemporary morality, also in the sphere of ero
ticism, emphasizing changes of attitudes towards human values and 
feelings. Particularly, conventional attitudes towards love and sex have 
been questioned. In its constant reference to universal human problems 
one discovers the strength and significance of the fiction created by 
Carson McCullers and Truman Capote.

37 The Renaissance example of the use of the skeleton is the picture of 
Holbein showing clanse macabre.

Jerzy Sobieraj

GROTESKA U CARSON MCCULLERS I TRUMANA CAPOTEA

S t r e s z c z e n i e

W twórczości Carson McCullers i Trumana Capote’a groteska staje się środ
kiem przekazywania pewnych istotnych treści: degradacji moralnej bohaterów, 
ich samotności. Groteiska staje się jakby metaforą ich charakterów — dokonując 
deformacji cech fizycznych i ukazując różnorakie dewiacje postaci, Carson 
McCullers i Truman Capote przekazują faktycznie prawdę o ich osobowości, uka
zują ich wnętrza.

W twórczości obojga pisarzy można odnaleźć, mutatis mutandis, tradycyjne 
motywy groteskowe:

1) dziwaczne, zniekształcone, osamotnione postaci przypominają średniowiecz
ne i renesansowe chimery i gargulcc;

2) sytuacje kojarzą się z klownadą, scenami commedii dell’arle , z danse ma
cabre;

3) pewne twory czy przedmioty pojawiające się w dziełach obojga pisarzy 
nawiązują do średniowiecznej, renesansowej i barokowej ornamentyki grotesko-



Ежи Соберай

ГРОТЕСК У КАРСОН МАККАЛЛЕРС И ТРЮМЕНА КАПОТИ

Р е з ю м е

В произведениях Карсон М аккаллерс и Трюмена Капоти гротеск стано
вится средством передачи некоторых важных содержаний — моральной дегра
дации героев, их одиночества. Гротеск становится как бы метафорой их ха
рактеров: производя деформацию физических черт и показывая разнородные 
отклонения персонажей, Карсон Маккаллерс и Трюман Капоти фактически 
передают правду об их личностях, обнажают их нутро.

В творчестве обоих писателей можно найти, m u ta tis  m u tan d is , традиционные 
гротесковые мотивы:

1) странные, деформированные, одинокие фигуры напоминают причуды 
и химеры эпохи средневековья и ренессанса;

2) ситуации напоминают клоунаду, сцены com m edii  de l l ’arte,  danse macabre;
3) некоторые существа ики ж е предметы, появляющиеся в произведениях 

обоих писателей, обращаются к средневековой, ренессансной и барочной гро
тесковой орнаменталистике.



“That Troubling Presence”: Female Characters 
of William Faulkner’s Fictional World

ANNA MACHINEK

You write a story to tell about people, man in his constant struggle with his 
own heart, with the hearts of others, or with hip environment. It’s man in 
the ageless, eternal struggle... shown for a moment in a dramatic instant of 
the furious motion of being alive, that’s all any story is. You catch this flu
idity, which is human life and you focus a light on it and you stop it long 
enough for people to be able to see it.1

The human factor, or what Joseph Reed in his book on Faulkner calls 
“the human germ of narrative,” is always at the centre of Faulkner’s 
novels and short stories. He believed that the w riter’s task was to bring 
pleasure to his readers and the pleasure could come only from identi
fication with characters. The characters had to be “real,” people who 
could “stand up and cast a shadow.” They carry with them all the 
burden of the past and are shown in a fleeting moment of the present, 
in an attem pt to proceed into the future. They have their history and 
they have their present.

Because with me there is always a point in the book where the characters 
themselves rise up and take charge and finish the job—say somewhere about 
page 275...

Once these people come to life they begin—they take off and so the writer 
is going at a dead run behind them trying to put down what they say and 
do it in time... they have taken charge of the story. They tell it from then 
on.1

His characters become too real for his fictional world, they escape, 
they transcend the border line between fiction and reality. A part from

1 W. Faulkner, after: O. Vickery, The Figure in the Carpet in W. Faulkner, 
A Collection of Criticism, D. M. Schmitter, ed. (McGraw-Hill Paperbacks, 1973).

1 W. Faulkner, after: J. W. Reed, Jr., Faulkner’s Narrative (New Haven and 
London: Yale University Press, 1973).

10 Discourse and C haracter



the dimension in time, they have noses, skin colours, clothes, social 
classes, habits and prejudices. The whole complexity of reality is trans
ferred into the fictional world.

Each story depends on the characters, they are the germ of the 
plot. That is why the idea of the story was regarded by Faulkner as 
less important than the people. The story belonged to them, they told 
the story and thus created their world, their surroundings. It was then- 
past that gave meaning to things present and their present enabled 
them to brood over the past.

The three women characters I have chosen to discuss, exemplify 
the idea of womanhood that always fascinated Faulkner. Being different 
in many respects, they are complementary: the personality of each of 
them is dominated by one specific feature which added produce an 
image of a complete woman. They are tragic and doomed, unable to 
escape their fate, petrified by eternal laws of femininity. The demands 
of love and sacrifice made on them are excessive and cause their fall. 
Emily from A Rose for Emily, w ith her dignity and pride finds no man 
who would appreciate and value it. Homer Barron proves to be unwor
thy of her love and devotion. Caddy from The Sound and the Fury,  
with her care and affection towards her two brothers, makes Benjy 
totally dependent on her; in Quentin it creates incestuous phantasies. 
Lena’s patience (Light in A ugust), oblivion to time and certain cereless- 
ness, makes her unaware of the life which surrounds her and thus 
she violates the rules of the accepted conduct. She becomes an outcast 
without being aware of the fact.

The men they encounter find it difficult to understand their ways 
and are unable to cope with their “otherness.” They tend to see the 
missing elements of their personality and neglect the aboundance of 
other features. For Jason, Caddy was a “bitch,” a woman devoted to 
sex-life, mindless, unable to understand his business-like attitude 
towards reality. Likewise, the men Emily met, regarded her as proud 
and unattractive, not noticing the deeply feeling heart with an unre
leased potential of love.

The misinterpretation of certain behaviours had its source in the 
lack of comprehension of a woman’s mind, the mind of an alien crea
ture, existing outside the world of men. Though dwelling on different 
aspects of reality, strange to men, the women who inhabit Faulkner’s 
fictional world are always treated with respect due to their woman
hood, their ability to create life. In Faulkner’s own words:

...as fine an (influence) as any young man can have is one reasonable old wo
man to listen to, an aunt, or neighbour, because they are much more sensible 
than men, they have to be. They have weld families together and it’s because



of families that a race is continued, and I would be very sorry to think that 
my work had given anyone the impression, that I held women in a morally 
lower position than men, which I do not*

In each of the three women discussed below, we find different ma
nifestations of the “troubling presence,” ungovernable and unpredict
able, yet all issue from the same idea of an archetypal image of a 
woman.

The mystery of Emily
When Miss Emily Grierson died, our whole town went to her funeral.1

With these words we are introduced to the frozen world of Emily 
from A  Rose for Emily. She dies at the beginning of the story to be 
brought to life a few lines later. Her world belongs to the past and the 
shifts back to the beginning of her destruction offer a hint about its 
nature and cause. The time shifts create a memory which is shared by 
the townspeople and the narrator, who belongs to them. The whole 
story is a recollection of events that happened in the past, the events 
that shaped Emily’s life and Emily’s character. She is a fixed point 
of narrative, isolated by the town and the town’s gossip. She does not 
undergo change since she is only a memory. Everything that is said 
about her informs us of what already “was.” Her static figure in the 
mind of the narrator has only traces of the real woman she must have 
been. The glimpses of her life that are supplied by the narrator cannot 
encompas the complexity of her character, her desires and hopes. Thus 
she becomes “a slender figure in white” or an “upright torso motion
less as that of an idol” with a “face like a stained flag.” There is no 
justice done to her grief over her lost chances or to the fact that she 
was the last of the Griersons and had to face the hostility of the town 
alone.

People of our town, remembering how old Lady Wyatt, her great-aunt had 
gone completely crazy at last, believed that the Griersons held themselves 
a little too high for what they really were. None of the young men were 
quite good enough for Miss Emily and such. We had long thought of them  
as a tableau, Misg Emily a slender figure in white in the background, her 
father a spraddled silhuette in the foreground, his back to her and clutching 
a horsewhip, the two of them framed by the black-flung front door. So when

s Lion in the Carden: Interviews with 'William Faulkner, 1926—1962, 
J. B. Meriwether and M. Millgate, eds. (New York: Random House, 1968).

4 W. Faulkner, A Rose for Emily, in The Portable Faulkner, M. Cowley, ed. 
(Penguin Books, 1983).



she got to be thirty and was still single, we were not pleased exactly, but 
vindicated; even with insanity in the family she wouldn’t have turned down 
all her chances if they had really materialized.5

Emily became an outcast of the town and a sort of “us”—“her” 
relationship developed as she grew older. Her remaining single was 
regarded as a punishement for her social pride and for her being dif
ferent than the rest. “We did not say she was crazy then.” Only later 
at the disclosure of the fatal bedroom did they consent to this opinion. 
Possible poisoning of Homer Barron, the man she was about to marry, 
remains a m ystery even to the narrator, who does not know more than 
the townspeople. We are lead into believing that it was a m urder in 
cold blood: Emily’s buying the poison, Homer’s disappearance, Emily’s 
sinking back into the haven of her old house, and by natural death 
at the age of 74 escaping the town’s condemnation or a mental asylum. 
The narrator does not offer any insight into her psyche for the simple 
reason that he views her from the outside, from the distance of a mob 
gathering at her funeral.

In the course of the story, the distance between her and the narra
tor grows, the descriptions of her become more objective, as if the pa
tina of years distanced Emily from the town. An atmosphere of resent
ment is built up around her person. Her appearance is that of unat
tractiveness. She is granted no attribute to compensate for that feature. 
She is like her house which “smelled of dust and disuse—a close, dank 
smell.”

She looked bloated, like a body long submerged in motionless water, and of 
that pallid hue. Her eyes, lost in the fatty ridges of her face, looked like two 
small pieces of coal pressed into a lump of dough.

Her voice dry and cold.
... a .small, fat woman in black, with a thin gold chain descending to her 
waist and vanishing into her belt, leaning on an ebony cane with a tarnished 
gold head. Her skeleton was small and spare; perhaps that was why what 
would have been merely plumpness in another was obesity in her.6

After her father died:

... all the ladies prepared to call at the house and offer condolence... Miss 
Emily met them at the door, drejssed as usual and with no trace of grief on 
her face...7

5 Ibid., p. 437.
• Ibid., p. 435.
7 Ibid., p. 437.



This fact also turns people against her. Apparently the death of her 
father had not moved her. The narrator looks for traces of suffering on 
her face and finds none.

The suggestion of the slow decay of the house and of its inhabi
tants is present throughout the whole story making Miss Emily seem 
more like a phantom than a living person. An atmosphere of decay and 
death accompanied her and hung about the house, a “thin acrid pall 
as of the tomb, seemed to lie everywhere.” She appeared to be covered 
with dust like the furniture in her room:

... when they sat down, a faint dust rose sluggishly about their thighs, spin
ning with motes in the single sun-ray...”8

She stayed within the seclusion of her home and the Negro servant 
was the only link between her and the outside world. She remained 
locked in her solitude, an outcast of the town till the day of her death. 
What went behind “the door through which no visitor had passed since 
she ceased giving china-painting lessons eight or ten years earlier” re
mains unknown. Her life inside the house was a mystery with which 
she retreated “into still more shadow.”

The source of her tragedy lies in her unfulfilled womanhood. Cir
cumstances prevent her from submitting to the role of a life-creator 
or love-giver. She is doomed to live in isolation both from the town 
and from passion. She belongs to the category of women who in Faulk
ner’s fictional world, never experience true happiness, have no chances 
to be admitted into the society, and this isolation brings them to ruin.

Life without Caddy

Caddy is the only child of the Compsons, who is not allowed her 
own section in The Sound and the Fury, neither is she the focus of 
narration in any section of the novel. Yet she appears at different mo
ments throughout the whole book. She interprets the incidents that 
take place and through her we understand why the family of Comp
sons is falling apart. Benjy’s, Quentin’s and Jason’s sections, which 
appear in that order, allow for an insight into the tragedy of a decay
ing household but they do not assure our comprehension of the cause 
of such a situation since each views the family from a different point. 
Benjy, an idiot who’s impressions and “thoughts” occupy one-fourth 
of the book and Quentin who also has a section of his own, dwell on

8 Ibid., p. 435.



the person of their sister Caddy though each views her from a diffe
rent perspective. For Benjy, she is the love and affection bearer while 
Quentin finds only suffering in his thoughts about her. Caddy becomes 
a substitute of a playmate, mother and guide in life for Benjy, a com
pound which makes his life bearable, without her he feels lost and 
desolate. She fills the empty space that surrounds the idiot, she beco
mes an equivalent of life for him. She is the comforter in a time of 
sorrow.

Then the dark came back, and lie (father) stood black in the door, and then 
the door turned black again. Caddy held me and I could hear us all, and the 
darkness, and something I could smell. And then I could see the window,s 
where the trees were buzzing. Then the dark began to go in  smooth, bright 
shapes, like it always does even when Caddy says that I have been asleep.9

Caddy is able to make Benjy “see” the darkness and convert it into 
meaningful images. His mind trusts her completly and what otherwise 
would have been terrifying is only different.

By her affection and tenderness towards Benjy, Caddy demonstra
tes how love is perverted in her family and in their surroundings. She 
accepts the role of a mother for Benjy at the cost of herself losing her 
chance for love. Her search for love becomes more frantic since in her 
family she did not see anybody capable of it. The demands for love 
made on her by Benjy, Quentin and others, turn her into a loveless 
mother of her illegitimate child.

The assertion of Michel Gresset, that “Caddy works evil within the 
family”10 is based on the concept of love withdrawn. With the depar
ture of Caddy, the family ties loosen and never again are restored. 
With her naturalness, tenderness and sensuality on which her existence 
is primarily based, she becomes an outcast of the family which does not 
understand her ways and thus acts against them. Jason’s statement at 
the beginning of his section, that “once a bitch is always a bitch” esta
blishes her role of a misfit. She escapes the responsibility of being the 
object of love and love-giver for Quentin and Benjy, and the escape 
could only be towards love perverted.

Quentin’s need of Caddy is different from that of Benjy. He needs 
affection from his sister, something she can offer him only to a cer
tain extent, beyond which only Quentin’s mind wanders. Caddy becomes

n W. Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (Penguin Books, 1973).
10 M. Gresset, "Aspects of Evil in the Sound and the Fury,” Mississippi Quart

erly, 19 (Summer 1966),



his obsession leading to the disintegration of his personality.11 His mind 
is haunted by her wantonness, his imaginary participation in her and 
his fall. He cannot bear the idea of losing her, does not want to accept 
it. He holds on to the memory of Caddy in a similar way as Benjy 
does. Memory of Caddy in his case becomes what Caddy’s slipper is to 
Benjy—a fetish, a particle of Caddy.

Quentin cannot free himself of the memory of his sister just like 
Benjy cannot forget her smell; “Caddy smelled like trees.” The word 
“caddy” which he hears at a golf course immediately recalls Caddy to 
Benjy, though he has not seen her for many years now. He needs her 
in his life just as much as Quentin does. Throughout his section, Quen
tin alludes to certain experiences, feelings and happenings, the nature 
of which is sometimes unclear. Caddy emerges from them as somebody 
he wants to forget and to remember. The past in which he was with 
her haunts him, she is warm th of a woman, feeling of a lover and 
affection of a sister. He cannot bear the thought of her losing her v ir
ginity, as for him it symbolizes his loss of her.

Jason, her third brother, resents the quality of spiritual purity 
which he subconsciously detects in her. He sees a “bitch” in her and 
la ter in her daughter who he believes is a replica of her mother. Unlike 
Quentin or Benjy, he does not need love from Caddy. She and later 
her daughter, Quentin, are for him objects of hatered, women he can 
regard as samples of the primitive unclean, and deceitful race. The 
hatered which in his heart took the place of love, is a reaction against 
the total lovelessness of the Compson family. Each of the four child
ren responded to the lack of love in a different way: Benjy by seeking 
protection and love of Caddy, Quentin by his obsession with her and 
inability to cope with the world, Jason by hatered, and Caddy by tu r
ning into a prostitute.12

Caddy remains the central figure of the novel. She is reflected in 
different mirrors, approached by different narrators but somehow she

11 C. Brooks in William Faulkner, The Y  oknapatawpha Country  writes. “Quen
tin ’s love for Caddy in self-conscious, formal, even abstract. Quentin believes 
that he is so much in love with his sister that he would gladly die in order to  
pull her away from the noise of the loud world and find in some corner of hell 
a quiet refuge for himself and her.”
C. Brooks, The Yoknapatawpha Country  (New Haven and London: Yale Univer
sity Press, 1963), p. 327)

12 C. Brooks interprets her behaviour in the following way: “There is some 
evidence that Caddy’s conduct was obsessive and compulsive, a flight from her 
family. She tells her brother Quentin: ‘There is something terrible in me some
thing terrible in me sometimes at night I could see it grinning at me I could see 
it through (my lovers) grinning at me through their faces’ ” (p. 131).
(Ibid., p. 334).



escapes definition. Faulkner was once asked why he did not give 
a section to Caddy herself and he replied:

Remember, all Tolstoy said about Anna Karenina was that she was beautiful 
and could see in the dark like a cat. That’s all he ever said to describe her. 
And every man has a different idea of what’s beautiful. And it’s best to take 
the gesture, the shadow of the branch, and let the mind create the tree.13

Glimpses of Caddy that we are offered, suggest a woman tragic 
and lost, unable to find her place in the world, and in the end chosing 
the worst of all possible ways of living. She exemplifies the type of 
natural woman, governed by instincts and impulses. Her ability to love 
and be loved makes her kin to another Faulkner’s heroine—Eula Var
ner. Their existence is established on the level of sensuality and is due 
to eternal laws of femininity. Eula is a goddess of fertility, young and 
beautiful:

... she was already bigger than most grown women and even her breasts 
were no longer the little, hard, fiercely pointed cones of puberty or even 
maidenhood. On the contrary, her entire appearance suggested .some symbo- 
logy out of the old Dionysic times—honey in sunlight and bursting grapes, 
the writhen bleeding of the crushed fecundated vine beneath the hard rapa
cious trampling goat-hoof. She seemed to be not a living integer of her con
temporary scene, but rather to exist in a teeming vacuum in which her days 
followed one another as though behind sound-proof glass, where she seemed 
to listen in sullen bemusement, with a weary wisdom heird of all mammalian 
maturity, to the enlarging of her own organs.14

Like Eula, Caddy is an incarnation of nature, carrying with her the 
scent of honeysuckle and trees. “Her portrait,” writes Michel Gresset, 
“is a magnificent artistic projection of that quality in woman which 
always fascinated Faulkner: the tremendous, dumb, secret, brooding, 
irreducible urge of instinct.”15 Caddy i s  more than d o e s .  Doing is the 
domain of men, while her destiny is to fill the gap between men’s ac
tions and desires

She is Eve and Lilith, virgin and whore, mother, sister, daughter, and lover, 
and she is these with an unmatched pąssion, a ferocious intensity. She is 
also a nymph and a maternal figure... She is elusive... — as transparent as 
the water, and as invisible and disconcerting as the odours of trees and

13 F. L. Gwynn and J. L. Blotner, eds., Faulkner in the University: Class Con
ference at the University of Virginia 1957—1958 (Charlottesville, 1959).

14 W. Faulkner, The Hamlet (New York: Random House, 1940).
15 M. Gresset, Aspects..., p. 144,



honeysuckle, with which ,she is constantly associated. More than any of Faul
kner’s women—more even than Eula Varner—she is “too much” for her men, 
too various and unpredictable for them to handle.16

Lena, “a very simple young woman” 17

Lena from Light in August, and Caddy from The Sound and the  
Fury, are very much alike. They exemplify the type of natural women 
who remain intact by the events of which they are usually the centre. 
They both have healthy instincts and their presence changes their sur
roundings. They accumulate feeling of which the excess is spread upon 
those who need it most. In case of Caddy these were Quentin and 
Benjy, in case of Lena—Byron Bunch. Lena’s present is dominated by 
the past which is present in the form of her unborn baby, otherwise 
she is timeless and oblivious to time. She measures time by events and 
miles she has yet to go. Her aim is not so much to find the father of 
her child as it is to travel. She wanders into the novel and out of it 
w ith serenity and indifference to what goes on about her. The outside 
world in the person of a furniture dealer understood her motives better 
than any other narrator of the novel:

I think she was just travelling. I dont think she had any idea of finding 
whoever it was she was following. I dont think she had ever aimed to... 
I reckon this was the first time she had ever been further away from home 
than she could walk back before sundown in her life... And so I think she 
had just made up her mind to travel a little further and see as much as she 
could, since I reckon she knew that when she settled down this time, it 
would likely be for the rest of her life.18

Lena’s quiet force lies in her total neglect of the complexities of 
life. She never experiences indecision. She does not think much about 
the past, in spite of its visual presence in the form of her pregnancy. 
Lena does not bother about the people she meets and does not even 
notice that although she enters the society of Jefferson, she remains 
outside its main stream of events. Her integrity and wholeness are 
means by which Byron Bunch and Hightower are forced to re-examine 
their past. The experience is painful, especially to Hightower; “must 
my life after fifty years be violated and my peace destroyed by two 
lost women... .”

19 R. Gray, Writing the South. Ideas of an American Region (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1986).

17 C. Brooks, Aspects..., p. 68.
18 W. Faulkner, Light in August (Penguin Books, 1973).



Women, one of them Lena, were catalysts to change of his attitude 
towards people and the world in general:

Listening, he seems to hear within it the apotheosis of his own history, his 
own land, his own environed blood: that people from which he sprang and 
among whom he lives who can never take either pleasure or catastrophe or 
escape from either, without brawling over it. Pleasure, ecstasy, they cannot 
seem to bear: their escape from it is in violence, in drinking and fighting 
and praying.19

Gail Hightower is forced to accept the fact that he has been the victim 
of self deception for many years, living with the memories of the past, 
he became estranged from the present. The community accepted his 
isolation and he convinced himself that cultivation of the past would 
suffice. But with the intrusion of Lena into the community and the 
transformation of Byron Bunch which he witnesses, his world is shat
tered. He slowly accepts his fate that of a man who through memories 
of the past wanted to forget about the present. His tragedy was that 
through false thinking about past events he wanted to fit the process 
of thinking into a frame of self deception:

“But I was young then,” he thinks. “I too had to do, not what I could but 
what I knew.” Thinking is running too heavily now; he should know it, sense 
it. Still the vehicle is unaware of what is approaching... “It is any man’s 
privilege to destroy himself, so long as he does not injure anyone else, so long 
as he lives to and of himpelf” He stops suddenly... He is aware of the sand 
now; with the realization of it he feels within himself a gathering as though 
for some tremendous effort. Progress now is still progress, yet it is now indi
stinguishable from the recent past like the already traversed inches of sand 
which cling to the turning wheel, raining back with a dry hiss that before 
this should have warned him.20

His self-knowledge is complete. His isolation from Truth is over.
For Byron Bunch, Lena provided a future. Through his attraction 

to her, he began to feel life and love:

Then Byron Bunch fell in love. He fell in love contrary to all the tradition 
of his austere and jealous country raising which demands in the object phy
sical involibility... When Lena Grove walked into the door behind him, her 
face already shaped with serene anticipatory smiling, her mouth already 
shaped upon a name... “You aint him,” she says behind her fading smile, with 
the grave astonishement of a child. “No, Ma’am,” Byron says. He pauses, half 
turning with the balanced staves. “I domt recon I am. Who is it I aint?”21

19 Ibid., p. 276.
2° Ibid., p. 274.
21 Ibid., p. 38.



Byron’s life up to the moment when he met Lena, was devoid of feeling 
and free from sin. His isolation had its source in his belief in the 
evilness of life so he tried to avoid contact with it. Six days a week he 
performed hard physical labour of the planing mill, worked also on 
Saturday afternoons. On Sundays he rode all night to a country chapel 
where he led singing service and then he rode back to Jefferson to 
be back to work on Monday morning. Then his life changed. He began 
to experience new emotions in the existence of which he did not be
lieve and his philosophy of life underwent a transformation that even 
for him was a surprise. This woman with another man’s baby in her 
could do more to his psyche than Hightower or anybody else. He was 
all love now, sacrifice and tenderness, trying to shield Lena from the 
possible evils and perils of the world. He gave up his Saturday nights 
and commited sins for her, the worst of all being his hope of having 
her for himself instead of wishing for Lucas Burch, the father of the 
child to be united with Lena. He was determined to help Lena and her 
baby in every possible way. He moved her into a cabin since she had 
no place to live, himself moving to a tent nearby in case she needed 
him. He no longer cared what the townspeople might say, he suffered 
humiliation but he did not give up. Byron even tried to find Lucas 
Burch though he hoped that somehow, by a miracle he would in the 
end take his place, a wish that came true. When Lucas, after being 
finally brought to Lena by a deputy, ran away again, Byron caught up 
with him and though he realized he had no chance with Lucas, tried 
to take revange for Lena’s humilation:

“You’re bigger than me,” Byron thought. “But I dont care. You’ve had every 
other advantage of me. And I dont care about that neither. You’ve done 
throwed away twice inside of nine month what I aint had in thirty five 
years. And now I’m going to get the hell beat out of me and I dont care 
about that neither.”22

His and Hightower’s “return to life” is due to their realization of 
the nature of life, of its necessary components to which lingering on the 
past, holding on to memories, retreat and isolation do not belong.

Lena’s childlike confidence in herself and in others made her diffe
rent from the people she encountered in Jefferson. As Karl E. Zink 
has w ritten, “her essential nature... is a tranquil rapport of mind and 
body, indifferent to time and change, quite distinct from the tragically 
frustrated and tortured natures of Joe Christmas and Gail Hightower.”23

*2 Ibid., p. 323.
23 L. D. Rubin, Jr. and R. D. Jacobs, eds., South. A Modern Southern Litera

ture and its Cultural Setting  (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, Publishers West
port, 1961).



The three female characters: Emily, Caddy, and Lena, though diffe
ren t in many respects have much in common. They are different from 
the people that surround them and thus become isolated from the 
community: Emily by her social position and her pride, Caddy by her 
loving and affectionate attitude towards Quentin and Benjy, as oppo
sed to the total lovelessness of the other members of the family, and 
Lena by her self-confidence, total neglect of what went on about her 
and her unawareness of the effect she had on other people.

They are dependent on time, on their past. Emily, already a past 
herself, suffers because of lock of love in her live. Caddy’s past is 
reflected in the disintegration of the Compson Family, its glorious past 
that turned to ruin, producing in effect a lack of feeling and under
standing among its members. Lena carries her past in her belly. Giving 
birth to a child, she frees herself only of the responsibility put on a 
woman, that is, to give birth, but the act does not bring independence 
from tha past.

Neither Emily nor Caddy or Lena, experience true happiness. They 
offer love and devotion but in return  they receive nothing. Finally 
there is similarity in the descriptions of the three women. Emily is 
described by a narrator who belongs to the community that isolated 
her. Her thoughts and feelings are hidden from us. It is similar in case 
of Caddy. Lena’s portrait, though she is granted a few passages of her 
own thinking, seems to be the most obscure. Her story provides a fra
me for the story of Joe Christmas. She is seen entering the town, 
giving birth to the baby, and leaving Jefferson. The narration does not 
concentrate on her, she is only a background for other people’s actions. 
Our, the readers task is to associate the changes that take place in 
other people with her presence. She becomes a point of reference for 
behaviours of others and as in the case of Caddy (love, warmth, natu
ralness), and Emily (dignity), she exemplifies what is lacking in other 
humans.

Faulkner’s women occupy a very special place in his fictional world. 
They are independent and fascinating. Their intelligence is different 
from m en’s, they dwell on affairs of everyday life, not bothering about 
ideas and abstractions. Women challenge the rules that govern the 
world of men, transcend it and escape into their own reality, feminine, 
undefinable and uncontrollable. The men may, or may not be admitted 
into their world, but they always desire them, w hether it is a woman 
like a dream, or a woman like the earth-goddess.

The different versions of women which we find in Faulkner’s no
vels, are actually the same Woman, a creator of life and the source of 
emotions who can take on various guises: she can be Temple Drake,



raped, humilated and then seeking redemption, Lena Grove, a m ater
nal figure, an embodiment of endurance, or Dilsey, the most complete 
and self-contained of all Faulkner’s women, representing communion 
with the world. Faulkner’s search for the ideal woman is visible in all 
his novels but she remains hidden behind many names and is partly 
present in all his heroines. Once asked about this ideal, Faulkner con
fessed:

Well, I couldn’t describe her by color of hair, color of eyes, because once she 
is described, then somehow she vanishes. That the ideal woman which is in 
every man’s mind is evoked by a word or phrase or the shape of her wrist, her 
hand. Just like the most beautiful description of anyone, a woman, since w e  
are speaking of women, is by understatement...24

24 Lion in the Garden..., p. 127.

Anna Machinek

POSTACIE KOBIECE W SWIECIE FIKCJI WILLIAMA FAULKNERA

S t r e s z c z e n i e

Trzy postacie kobiece, które są tematem niniejszego artykułu, stanowią 
egzemplifikację idei kobiecości, z całą jej złożonością i różnorodnością, idei, która 
zawsze fascynowała Williama Faulknera. Emily, Lena oraz Caddy, będąc trzema 
niezależnymi od siebie istotami, w jakiś spoisób się uzupełniają. Osobowość każ
dej z nich zdominowana jest przez jedną konkretną cechę charakteru. W przy
padku Emily jest to duma, Caddy owładnięta jest miłością do swych dwóch braci, 
Quentina i Benjy’ego, Lena natomiast jest uosobieniem spokoju, niezależności 
i pewnej obojętności w stosunku do otaczającego ją świata. Cechy te, zebrane ra
zem, tworzą obraz kobiety bliskiej ideałowi.

Wszystkie trzy kobiety są postaciami tragicznymi, nierozumianymi przez oto
czenie, czy wręcz do niego nie pasującymi. Mężczyźni, którzy są częścią tego 
otoczenia, nie potrafią poradzić sobie z ich “innością.” Źródłem owego niezrozu
mienia jest fakt, że istnieją one jakby poza światem mężczyzn, posiadają inny 
system wartości, stają się “niepokojącą obecnością” zagrażającą porządkowi przy
jętemu przez ogół.

Kobiety w  świecie przedstawionym Williama Faulknera traktowane są z sza
cunkiem należnym “dawczyniom życia,” bez których świat nie mógłby istnieć, są 
źródłem inspiracji i przedmiotem pożądania. Emily, Caddy i Lena stanowią różne 
wersje tej samej Kobiety, która przyjmuje u Faulknera różne postacie, raz jest 
Temple Drake, zgwałconą, poniżoną, szukającą przebaczenia, kiedy indziej Leną 
Grove, kobietą matką, ucieleśnieniem idei przetrwania, czy Dilsey, żyjącą w zgo
dzie ze światem i sobą, będącą przykładem jedności z naturą.



Faulkner poszukuje kobiety idealnej poprzez wszystkie postacie kobiet, któ
rymi zapełnia swój fikcyjny świat i każdą z nich obdarza cząstką owej kobiety- 
-ideału. Dlatego wszystkie jego bohaterki są postaciami prawdziwymi, “z krwi 
i kości,” fascynującymi, różnymi od siebie, a jednak tak do siebie podobnymi.

Анна Махинек

ЖЕНСКИЕ ОБРАЗЫ В МИРЕ ФИКЦИИ 
УИЛЬЯМА ФОЛЬКНЕРА

Р е з ю м е

Три женских образа, являющихся темой настоящей статьи, являются 
экземплификацией идеи женственности со всей ее сложностью и разнород
ностью, идеи, которая всегда восхищала Уильяма Фолькнера. Емили, Лена 
и Кедди, три не зависимые от тебя существа, каким-то образом взаимно до
полняются. В личности каждой из них преобладает одна конкретная черта 
характера. В случае Эмилии — это гордость. Кедди овладела любовь к ее двум 
братьям — Квентину и Бенджи, а Лена является воплощением спокойствия, 
независимости и некоторого равнодушия к окружающему ее миру. Эти черты, 
собранные вместе, создают образ женщины, близкой идеалу.

Все три женщины — это трагические герои, не понятые окружением или же 
просто ему не подходящие. Мужчины, являющиеся частью этого окружения, 
не могут справиться с их “отличительностью”. Источником такого непонимания 
можно считать факт, что они существуют как бы мне мира мужчин, имеют 
другую систему ценностей, становятся “беспокойным присутствием,” угрожаю
щим всеобщепринятому порядку.

Ж енщины в представленном мире Уильяма Фолькнера рассматриваются 
с уважением, присущим “дарительнице жизни,” без них мир не мог бы су
ществовать, они являются источником вдохновения и предметом жажды. Эмили, 
Кедди и Лена представляют собой разные варианты одной и той же Женщины, 
которая у Фолькнера принимает разные виды. Один раз — это Темпль Дрейк, 
изнасилованная, униженная, ищущая прощения, в другом случае — это Лена 
Гроув, женщина мать, воплощение идеи пережития, или же Дильсей, живущая 
в согласии с миром и собой, являющаяся примером единства с природой.

Фолькнер ищет идеальную женщину во всех видах женщин, которыми он 
заполняет свой фиктивный мир и каждую из них он обдаривает частицей этой 
женщины-идеала. Поэтому все его героини правдивые, “из крови и костей,” 
восхищающие, не похожие одна на другую и все же очень на себя похожие
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Wiersz

Strona od od Jest Powinno być
góry dołu

35 9 inferenctial inferential
97 17 owe one
98 1 tex text

107 6 ends, ends ends, the ends
110 15 Hopkins Hopkins’
110 20 Hopkins Hopkins’
124 4 vertical based vertical, based
132 10 undisputably indisputably
135 13 undisputable indisputable

! 139 7 existance existence
i 148 11 lead led

152 8 chosing choosing
| 156 10 lock lack
| 156 10 live life
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