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“How to not be here”
The Construction and Re-Construction of Memory and
Remembrance in W. G. Sebald’s two novels
ANTAL, NIKOLETT – HERMANN, VERONIKA
Some (already failing) theories claim that text is more primal and important a medium (or vehicle) than pictures, thus it rather belongs to elite culture. This idea
relegates pictures to popular culture only because of the pure and high visuality and
visibility they offer. According to our cultural presuppositions and stereotypes,
proper novels which want to be taken seriously are not something illustrated with
pictures and photographs. However, in the case of Winfried Georg Sebald’s novels,
the reader cannot let these misconceptions lead into misinterpretations. In the last
few decades literary and cultural studies have been shaped and controlled by pictures and visuality. Visual politics and picture theory has become one of the most
important disciplines and discourses in contemporary philosophy of art, ethics and
aesthetics. In his famous paraphrase on Walter Benjamin’s oeuvre, W. J. T. Mitchell points out that “This is the age of biocybernetic reproduction when (as we suppose) images really do come alive and want things. What follows is an attempt to
sketch out a thick description of this moment, and to assess some of the artistic
practices that have accompanied it.” (Mitchell 2005: 310). In daily life, as well as
in art theory, pictures have not just become far more than illustrations but have
even grown upon texts in many ways. There are two steps in the philosophy of
Husserl, Freud, Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, Derrida and Castoriadis – wrote
German art theorist Gottfried Boehm in his paper Jenseits der Sprache? Anmerkungen zur Logik der Bilder (Boehm 2004). The first step is determined to pull
the rug out from under metaphysics and objectivity by proving that cognition basically depends on language. In the second step it is shown how the supposed
strength of language proves to be an illusion. The linguistic turn has resulted in the
iconic turn.
Ken Aptekar is a contemporary painter who plays games with classical paintings, but on the surface these are Ken Aptekar’s poems. These poems are about
reminiscences from the past: childhood memories, scenes of family life and happy
moments. The connection between the past and the present is readable in these
paintings: Aptekar’s art is possible as multiple intermediations because the past
communicates something to Aptekar’s present, and this present is in relation with
the past. Experiences from the past are written over the classical paintings, creating
another, new masterpiece. “The old masterpiece is wrested from its then-and-there
to be planted in the here-and-now. The copy is an after-effect of great painting,
belonging to the past and available in the present.” (Bal 1999: 72) The texts on the
paintings’ surface re-identify the images; they become biographical and voyeuristic
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pieces of evidence. There are several layers in the painting: the original picture,
Aptekar’s work and the poem. These are the layers of remembrance, as in the picture in the novel Austerlitz: the protagonist (also called, as a kind of mirror-image,
Austerlitz) glances at himself, his own past and at the past of humanity. This is his
individual and the collective “consciousness”, which he has to study and live again.
The photos are the unfamiliar bodies in the novel, like the foreign-language words
and sentences in the text.
Austerlitz is a voyeur and/or thinker who contemplates his life; when he faces
his past, he realizes that his future will be different than he thought. In the novel he
has to look at photos as a survivor, a boy whose parents died; he is an outsider, a
visitor in a museum. A visitor in his possible life, which was to be his own, although he lived another. Austerlitz’s viewpoint is twofold: he is a survivor, but he
didn’t know about it, he looks at himself and his family in the photos, but he
doesn’t meet those people, he is a visitor viewing exhibited masterpieces.
Ernst van Alphen writes about trauma (van Alphen 1999) as a failed experience.
He deals with the symptoms of discursivity, differentiating between experience,
memory and trauma. The mediated experiences depend on a certain discourse: this
discourse means something in a given community which is based on social consensus. In this way, experience is a linguistic event and identity becomes a linguistic
experience. However, it is not a straightforward truth that trauma is an experience
because traumas can mean the impossibility of experiencing. Austerlitz‘s decision
that he has to face the past, together with the photos, contains this past. There are
several discussions in the novel between various witnesses of the past (Austerlitz,
Věra, etc.) yet Van Alphen claims that although the Holocaust is of course traumatic, it cannot really be experienced because the survivors are not able to make a
distance between the event and themselves. They can do it only with the help of
language, and thus experiencing is the result of a typically discursive process.
There are four approaches which can help us represent traumatic experience.
The first is “...to allow memories of this past by ascribing the memories to somebody else. One of the survivors describes this mechanism of follows: ‘I’m thinking
of it now... how I split myself. That it wasn’t me there. It was somebody else.’” In
Austerlitz there is an interesting game with this: Austerlitz, the central character,
cannot bring his two selves together: he does not remember a persona he could call
himself. Thus, properly speaking, he does not remember himself. Thus, he can only
create a distance from his one-time self through language as a prerequisite for being able to remember at all. Yet he cannot identify with what he actually did in the
past. He feels he is nothing.
One of the reasons why the persona feels he is nothing is that he could not do
anything against genocide. The self becomes nothing. A gap emerges between the
narrated and the narrating self, where at first the main character cannot remember
his childhood and parents, but after a while the truth is revealed through various
layers, in the form of photos, giving more and more information to us, just as it
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gives to Austerlitz. In these pictures, Austerlitz learns something about his mother,
his past and childhood and as the memories are reconstructed, they build up Austerlitz’s new and old self. This happens in a parallel fashion: as far as his lifehistory is concerned, we proceed in a chronological order, and the past gradually
becomes known to us and to Austerlitz. Yet all this is filtered through the main
character’s present and what neither he, nor we, will ever know is how “true what
he and we attribute to his past is, how “valid” or how “accurate”. Is it the past, or
“only” his (reconstructed) memories? Austerlitz is a modern Oedipus story, but the
novel refers to Wagner’s classical hero, Siegfried, too.
In the space of the narration, the various intermediated stories are triggered by
certain images, which are, in turn, emerge through specific phonic elements.
Es war das Interesse an der französischen Zivilisation in all ihren Ausdrucksformen, das ich als passionierte Romanistin mit Agáta ebenso wie mit Maximilian teilte, aus dem gleich nach unserem ersten Gespräch am Tag ihres Einzugs
die Freundschaft zwischen uns zu erwachsen began, und aus dieser Freundschaft ergab es sich dann sozusagen naturgemäss, so sagte Věra zu mir, sagte
Austerlitz, dass sie, Věra, die im Gegensatz zu Agáta und Maximilian weitgehend frei über ihre Zeit verfügen konnte, sich nach meiner Geburt erboten habe, für die paar Jahre bis zu meinem Eintreten in der Vorschule die Aufgaben
eines Kinderfräuleins zu übernehmen, eine Offerte, sagte Věra, die sie nicht
einziges Mal später gereut habe, denn bereits ehe ich selber habe sprechen können, sei es ihr immer gewesen, als verstünde sie niemand besser als ich, und
schon im Alter von nicht einmal ganz drei Jahren hätte ich sie mit meiner Konversationkunst auf das angenehmste unterhalten. (Sebald 2003: 226)1

Ernst van Alphen claims that in remembering traumatic events, it is narrative
frames that are able to handle events like the Holocaust. Yet the frame should be
envisaged as a narrative vacuum or negation, a denial of itself and of the possibility
of any narrative framework at all. This negativity may take two basic forms: sometimes it is the traumatic experience itself which is a vacuum, and the survivor cannot make a connection between events that took place before and after it. But it is
also possible that the survivor denies that very narrative frame which she thinks is
imposed on her by contemporary society. In Austerlitz, the protagonist ignores “the
world” (society) quite successfully, so for him it is the traumatic experience which
proves to be the real vacuum.
In Das Unheimliche (The Uncanny), Sigmund Freud writes about a noteworthy
semantic coincidence involving the very word Unheimlich (the coincidence might
1

“It was through in interest in every aspect of French civilization, she added, something which as an
enthusiastic student of Romance culture I shared with both Agáta and Maximilian, that a friendship
began to develop between us immediately after our first conversation on he day when they moved in,
a friendship which led as if quite naturally, so Věra told me, said Austerlitz, to her offering, since
unlike Agáta and Maximilian she had her time largely at her own disposal, to assume the duties of
nanny for the few years until I started nursery school.” (Sebald 2002: 218)
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be regarded as uncanny itself). „Unheimlich nennt man Alles, was im Geheimnis,
im Verborgnen (…) bleiben sollte und hervorgetreten ist.“ (Freud 1919: 301). Unheimlich may mean ‘roofless’, ‘threatening’, ‘bleak’ but also the opposite: ‘intimate’, ‘familiar’, ‘homely’, ‘comfortable’. Unheimlich as the “real uncanny” may
be thought of as comprising both semantic poles and in this way the “mixture” of
semantic contents puts the paradoxical nature of the uncanny on display. As we
may see, the ‘roofless’ and the ‘homely’ coincide: the difference between the rooflessness of the home, and the home of rooflessness is not too broad: we can imagine the two as a kind of continuum. This may be applied to the plight of Austerlitz,
who cannot be at home everywhere but is still able to find his home in several
points of the world.
Austerlitz does not belong to a specific country. Jean Améry, who felt homeless
himself, writes about this problem. In his essay he mentions Leo Spitzer who, as a
refugee fleeing the Nazi regime, talks about nostalgic memories and critical memories. These two kinds of memories form what we may call post-memory, and their
significance is that they may live on in the minds of the next generation, too, affecting their lives directly. Nostalgic memories form a connection between the past and
the present, between imagined selves from the past, and the present self. They play a
leading role in the reconstruction of the individual and contribute to collective
memory. In our present, we remake (reshape, reconstruct) everything, as we did in
the past. We symbolically reconnect with our past. As Christopher Lasch puts it, we
are: “afraid to face the truth about the past.” (Lasch 1984). Spitzer has a different
opinion: “The notion of nostalgic memory as an ‘escape from the present’, for example, was interpreted by the French sociologist Maurice Halbwachs as one of its
great virtues, and not as one of its defects. Nostalgia, Halbwachs argued, frees individuals from the constraints of the time – (...) – permitting persons to stress positive
experiences and aspects of the past selectively.” (Spitzer 1999: 91–92).
In critical memory, in turn, the survivors, or any members of a family in the
posttraumatic situation, are able to build their respective identities from bits and
pieces by critically considering some of their worst experiences in the camp. For
those who are capable of this, traumatic experience is a shock that you have to live
with for the rest of your life. The Hungarian writer Imre Kertész, who won the
Nobel Prize for Literature in 2002, approaches his camp-experiences directly and
critically in his novel Sorstalanság (Fateless or Fatelessness): “I, too, had lived out
a given fate. It wasn’t my fate, but I am the one who lived it to the end. I simply
couldn’t get this through their heads: now I will have to go somewhere and do
something; now I can’t content myself with assuming that it was all a mistake, an
aberration, some sort of an accident or that, in some way, it never really happened."
(Kertész 1992: 188). The main character talks about the Holocaust as if it had been
one of the determiners of his life: the camp was not his fate, but since it did happen, he has to tie all he can remember to his future: to what he is going to do, what
he is going to become. Thus the camp, filtered through his critical memory, which
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does wish to remember, becomes an organic factor with respect to his future life.
Austerlitz’s fate is similar to that of Gyuri Köves, Kertész’s protagonist: Austerlitz
lived a life which he feels was not his, and only the images and the photos (the
pictures) from the past can help him to live his own life, his future.2 “Critical
memory – memory incorporating the negative and bitter from the immediate past.”
Spitzer 1999: 96). To remember critically is a question of decision, and not only in
an individual’s life: it is collective problem as well. It is everybody’s duty to keep
the memory of the Holocaust alive in contemporary thinking and discourse. This
awareness is part of the individual identity just as much as the collective one – like
the photos and images in the Austerlitz – and it is the result of a decision, a concrete choice. Because it is a chosen identity, it is part of the critical memory. Sometimes traumas work like photos: they have an archival quality, and, in most cases,
archiving is an unconscious process. At the same time, the photos in the novel also
indicate the end of events and processes, they show the shadow of moments passing away because they also imply what the future and the aftermath will be.
Selbst jetzt, wo ich mich mühe, mich zu erinnern, wo ich den Krebsplan von
Breendonk mir wieder vorgenommen habe und in der Legende die Wörter
ehemaliges, Büro, Druckerei, Baracken, Saal Jacques Ochs, Einzelhaftzelle,
Leichenhalle, Reliquienkammer und Museum lese, löst sich das Dunkel nicht
auf, sondern verdichtet sich bei dem Gedanken, wie wenig wir festhalten
können, was alles und wie viel Standing in Vergessenheit gerat, mit jedem
ausgelöschten Leben, wie die Welt sich sozusagen von selber ausleert, indem
die Geschichten, die an den ungezählten Orten und Gegenständen haften,
welche selbst keine Fähigkeit zur Erinnerung haben, von niemandem je gehört, aufgezeichnet oder weitererzählt werben... (Sebald 2003: 38–39)3

Austerlitz’s task is to seek these stories and memories out; he knows that he
cannot avoid facing his traumatic experience. Austerlitz is interested in fortress
building, he is impressed by the strength and monumentality of fortified buildings,
but he approaches the building process in a roundabout way in so far as in his opinion the afterlife of the fortress is part of the planning stage because it is evident that

2

On the other hand, Svetlana Boym writes about the restorative and reflective nostalgia: “Restorative
nostalgia manifests itself in total reconstructions of monuments of the past, while reflective nostalgia
lingers on ruins, the patina of time and history, in the dreams of another place and another time.”
(Boym 2001: 41)
3
“Ever now, when I try to remember them, when I look back at the crab-like plan of Breendonk and
read the words of the captions – Former Office, Printing Works, Huts, Jacques Ochs Hall, Solitary
Confinement Cell, Mortuary, Relics Store and Museum – the darkness does not lift but becomes yet
heavier as I think how little we can hold in mind, how everything is constantly lapsing into oblivion
with every extinguished life, how the world is, as it were, draining itself, in that the history of countless places and objects which themselves have no power of memory is never heard, never described
or passed on.” (Sebald 2002: 30–31)
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one day the fortress will be in ruins. Austerlitz, paradoxically, reconstructs stories,
lives and places, but for a long time he is not able to remember.
When he visits the Theresienstadt concentration camp, what he notices immediately is the absence of people. Curiously, the photos he has seen of the place are also
“empty” pictures of the city, and since the photos in the novel are about human existence, they indicate a vacuous past: the sometime Theresienstadt. During his visit,
he meets only one person in the museum, where there is an exhibition about the
camp with documents, photos, objects, in one word: images. The pictures (the image, the medium and the object together (Mitchell 1987)) cause Austerlitz’s trauma,
but he is prepared for it. In the centre of the novel, where the pictures stand, text and
trauma become, ultimately, a linguistic event, creating identity both for the protagonist and for the novel itself. Text and image “incorporate”: they can only achieve
their aims together. The pictures are from the past, from Austerlitz’s memories: it is
a moment in the Railway Station of Liverpool Street in London that he is first able
to remember clearly, following traces in and around him. Suddenly, he is in a place
where he actually was: he looks at that building he looked at in the past.
So aber erkannte ich ihn, des Rucksäckchens wegen, und erinnerte mich zum
ersten Mal, soweit ich zurückdenken konnte, an mich selber in dem Augenblick, in dem ich begriff, dass es in diesem Wartesaal gewesen sein musste,
dass ich in England angelangt war vor mehr als einem halben Jahrhundert.
(Sebald 2003: 201)4

In Theresienstadt, Austerlitz looks at a list of words about life in the concentration camp. These words are in the text in the novel’s original language. Later, there
is a photo of the list with the original words, but they are in German in the translations, too. Experience from the camp is built into the text, they become part of Austerlitz’s life and memories; they no longer stand apart as unfamiliar bodies, like the
photos themselves. The real experience is a linguistic event, and it is, paradoxically, the distance the linguistic event has created which makes full participation in
the memory of the trauma possible.
With the help of the photos and stories Austerlitz is able to recreate his past and
life. The life that he lived wasn’t his life; he has to remake his identity anew. It is
the photos which play the most important role in the novel: the images and the
pseudo-documentary movie which was made by the Nazi authorities. The deportations and the everyday objects of the concentration camps have become exhibits in
several museums. Through the exhibited photos mentioned and described in the
text, the novel projects the memories into a visible form; thus, the museum becomes “memory’s space”. With the help of some photos which Austerlitz believes
4
“As it was, I recognized him by that rucksack of his, and for the first time in as far back as I can
remember I recollected myself as a small child, at the moment when I realized that it must have been
to this same waiting-room I had come on my arrival in England over half a century ago.” (Sebald
2002: 193.)
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to be of himself, he would like to recognize himself, but this remains only an illusion. A visitor in a museum can face the story and the history of past events. These
images are the moments of the past: they are records of traumatic events that happened somewhere, sometime. The then-and-there may become here-and-now but
this process remains a representation: it is never an equivalent of the (actual) past.
As W. J. T. Mitchell observes, the world cannot depend on consciousness, but it
does depend on the images in the world. We are aware of our ability to see something being there and not-there at the same time; we are aware of the paradox that
while we believe we are observing, for example, a photo directly, it is in fact our
consciousness that mediates between the direct impression and all the other impressions and memories we hold in our minds (Mitchell 1987). Austerlitz knows
this, and he tries to actually see himself being there, but he fails.
Das Bild lag vor mir, sagte Austerlitz, doch wagte ich nicht, es anzufassen.
(...) An mich selber in dieser Rolle eben erinnerte ich mich nicht, so sehr ich
mich an jenem Abend und später auch möchte. Wohl erkannte ich den ungewöhnlichen, schräg über die Stirne verlaufenden Haaransatz, doch sonst war
alles in mir ausgelöscht von einem überwältigenden Gefühl der Vergangenheit. (Sebald 2003: 267)5

Austerlitz’s trauma is a trauma remade because he knows that the trauma is part
of his identity. It can become part of his identity after he realizes, looking into the
past, that he had lived another life, a life which was not his own. In a way, and
from the point of view of his trauma, for Austerlitz time does not pass: he can go
before events and re-live everything again and again but he feels he is still wandering about in a permanent space and time: “...the competition between text and image enforces a movement, simultaneously, of backtracking and moving forward, a
temporality that occludes our sense of purpose from start to finish and reinforces
our ‘being’ in time.” (Bal 1999: 179). In Austerlitz’s world something extraordinary happens: it is the pictures that start to have memory, it is the photos that remember Austerlitz and help him. „...als hätten die Bilder selbst ein Gedächtnis und
erinnerten sich an uns, daran, wie wir, die Überlebenden, und diejenigen, die nicht
mehr unter uns weilen, vordem gewesen sind.“ (Sebald 2003: 266).6
It is hard to discuss Sebald’s novels without bumping into huge theoretical clichés about reality and fiction, autobiography and self-reference, or other tricky
technical components of the narrative. At the same time, it must be admitted that
his novels feature unreliable narrators, questioning the position and the identity of
5

“The picture lay before me, said Austerlitz, but I dared not touch it. (...) Yet hard as I tried both that
evening and later, I could not recollect myself in the part. I did recognize that unusual hairline running at a slant over the forehead, but otherwise all memory was extinguished in me by an overwhelming sense of the long years that had passed.” (Sebald 2002: 259)
6
“as if the pictures had a memory of their own and remembered us, remembered the roles that we, the
survivors, and those no longer among us had played in our former lives.” (Sebald 2002: 258)
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the narrator, heavily coloured by autobiographical elements, and there are certain
narrative traps the reader is easily caught in. Tricks, illusion, and playing with the
contrast between images and words present themselves as metaphors in the text.
Critics agree that Sebald’s Die Ausgewanderten: Vier lange Erzählungen – a novel
first published in 1992 in German, then translated into English by the author – is
the most perfect piece in his oeuvre.
Significant and extended research in the second half of the 20th century affirmed
that the genesis of our modern experience is in the theoretical and scientific changes
which the Enlightenment brought to Western culture. In his major works, Michel
Foucault argues that the development of the “laboratories of modernity” is hidden in
the 18th century, because the roots of control (panopticon) over society in the modern sense can be traced back to this time, as well as the dispersive extension of the
discursive power which started to check the taxonomy of sexuality or knowledge.
Hand in hand with the development of the natural sciences which led to the industrial revolution, the modernist abstraction of mediality and the concept of visuality
also started to evolve. “The basics of modern visual culture in today’s sense are in
this age not just because visual creations articulately started to be attached to commercialism but because both the concept of modern subjectivity and selfconstructing methods can be found in the visual culture of the 18-19th centuries.”
(Varga 2006: 141 – my translation, H. V.). Barbara Maria Stafford’s Devices of
Wonder analyzes various media and other visual tools in their socio-historical and
applied contexts. She claims that the idea of subjectivity is strongly and essentially
determined by the technological advancement which characterizes a given age. This
train of thought can be traced back to (the late) Foucault, especially to The Technologies of the Self, where it is argued that identity and interpretation are heavily dependent on the effects of the technological background and mechanical environment
they are constructed by. It is no surprise, either that in his well-known Optical Media Friedrich Kittler sees E. T. A. Hoffmann’s novel The Devil’s Elixir as a turning
point in the shift from book-technology to image-technology. He argues that the
landscape where the readers are lead by Hoffmann is nothing else but the one with
the cloister where the plot of the novel begins and ends. With the help of the imagination the readers see the same sacred paintings and pictures as the hero. He states
that German Romanticism was a successful substitute for the Renaissance camera
obscura and baroque laterna magica. (Kittler 2010). After the Enlightenment, with
the development of image-making systems and the changes that occurred in literature, optics became one of the most important disciplines. Ideas of seeing, looking
and visibility began to take on metaphorical meanings. It seems that Sebald’s novel
goes all the way back to this paradigm as he combines image-technology with booktechnology.
The subtitle of Die Ausgewanderten states that there are four stories about emigration, but most importantly there is a fifth, un-named long story above all the
others, which can be understood as the autobiography of W. G. Sebald. How can
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we give full justice to these subtle references between text and images? What kind
of relationship is there between the narrating and the narrated self, and what is it
that this condition proposes or offers to the reader? Language in Die Ausgewanderten and also in Austerlitz holds a certain performativity which destroys the line
between reality and fiction, or is at least the “vanishing point” of both. On the level
of meta-literature, ethics and aesthetics become one, and the figures in the text start
to write the autography of the narrator. Sebald’s novels offer a synthesis of politics,
identity, and emigration, as well as of remembering and forgetting, timelessness
and language. There is an important distinction between memory (Gedachtnis) and
remembrance (Erinnerungsfähigkeit). In the first short story of Die Ausgewanderten, Dr. Henry Selwyn talks to the narrator about an old Swiss man he had met fifty
years before, and who died in an accident in the mountains. At the end of the story,
decades after Dr. Selwyn’s own death, the narrator finds an article about the old
man, whose body was found seventy years after his death, conserved by ice.
Eine Dreiviertelstunde später, ich war gerade im Begriff, eine Zürich gekauft
Lausanner Zeitung, die ich durchblättert hatte, beiseitezulegen, um die jedes
Mal von neuem staunenswerte Eröffnung der Genfer Seelandschaft nicht zu
versäumen, fielen meine Augen auf einen Bericht, aus dem hervorging, dass
die Überreste der Leiche das seit dem Sommer 1914 als vermisst geltenden
Berner Bergführers Johannes Naegeli nach 72 Jahren vom Oberaargletscher
wieder zutage gebracht worden waren. – So also kehren sie wieder, die Toten. (Sebald 1994: 36)7

This is one of the clearest and sharpest metaphors in the novel: the dead are
only constructed in forgetting, and in this metaphorical complex ice becomes the
proxy of language, which is able to keep someone if not alive, then at least somehow present, even decades after his death. The question, or rather the proposition
of the novel is whether someone can be freed from their own language, or even
nationality, with the erasure of memories.
Ich glaube, die graue Dame versteht nur ihre Muttersprache, das Deutsche,
das ich seit 1939, seit dem Abschied von den Eltern auf dem Münchner Flughafen Oberwiesenfeld, nicht ein einziges Mal mehr gesprochen habe und von
dem nur ein Nachhall, ein dumpfes, unverständliches Murmeln und Raunen
noch da ist mir. Möglicherweise, fuhr Aurach fort, hängt es mit dieser Einbuße oder Verschüttung der Sprache zusammen, dass meine Erinnerungen nicht
weiter zurückreichen als bis in mein neuntes oder achtes Jahr und dass mir
auch aus der Münchner Zeit nach 1933 kaum etwas anderes erinnerlich ist als

7

“Three quarters of an hour later, not wanting to miss the landscape around Lake Geneva, which
never fails to astound me as it opens out, I was just laying aside a Lausanne paper I’d bought in Zurich when my eye was caught by a report that said the remains of the Bernese alpine guide Johannes
Naegeli, missing since summer 1914, had been released by the Oberaar glacier, seventy-two years
later. And so they are ever returning to us, the dead.” (Sebald 1996: 23)
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die Prozessionen, Umzüge und Paraden, zu denen es offenbar immer einen
Anlass gegeben hat. (Sebald 1994: 271–272)8

Does being an emigrant imply some kind of freedom which can only be found
both in the state – and the statement – of not having a home? What is home?
If there is a fifth story that is the autobiography of W. G. Sebald, then there is
another protagonist in Die Ausgewanderten: Vladimir Nabokov. He is mentioned
in the first part, when the narrator comes across a picture of a man with a butterfly
net: „Eine der Aufnahmen glich bis in Einzelheiten einem in den Bergen oberhalb
von Gstaad gemachten Foto von Nabokov, das ich ein paar Tage zuvor aus einer
Schweizer Zeitschrift ausgeschnitten hatte.“ (Sebald 1994: 26).9 The answer to this
rather enigmatic sentence comes in the fourth part, when Max Ferber –whose first
name was originally Aurach, but has changed to Ferber in the English translation –
talks about a man he met at Montreux, who was catching butterflies. He also painted a picture of him with the title Man with a Butterfly Net. The place and the butterflies are strong references to Nabokov, who was a well-known lepidopterist, as
well as a famous “unreliable narrator”, and spent his last years in a hotel room in
Montreux. There is some straight (even autobiographical) resemblance between
Sebald and Nabokov, especially when it comes to the thin line between autobiography and fiction and the unreliable narrator. Some critics even state that Nabokov
wrote only one long text throughout his life, which was his autobiography. Nabokov’s texts strongly insist that there are no abstractions of home or nation; there is
only the abstraction of an identity that has lost any kind of attachment to a nostalgic past. Losing a language and a nationality is a tragedy that always presents itself
in Nabokov’s novels, just as in Die Ausgewanderten. This tragedy can be promoted
by the somewhat paradoxical methodology of not-remembering. In Nabokov’s
famous novel Pnin the protagonist – a university lecturer of Russian origin, residing in the United States – forces himself not to remember his past lover called Mira, who was killed in Buchenwald. Michael Wood claims that “Nabokov always
remembered such events, but his writing construed them obliquely as a form of
duel with history: his art was an answer to what Pnin couldn’t bear to think of.”
(Wood 1995: 17) One might argue that this concept of not remembering is rather a
concept of radical remembrance and radical memory that shows itself in both Nabokov’s and Sebald’s novels. In these texts, time is something rather to preserve
8
“I think the grey lady understands only her mother tongue, German, which I have not once spoken
since I parted from my parents at Oberwiesenfeld airport in Munich in 1939, and which survives me
as no more than an echo, a muted and incomprehensible murmur. It may possibly have something to
do with this loss of language, this oblivion, Ferber went on, that my memories reach no further back
than my ninth or eighth year, and that I recall little of the Munich years after 1933 other than processions, marches and parades.” (Sebald 1996: 182)
9
„One of the shots resembled, even in detail, a photograph of Nabokov in the mountains above
Gstaad that I had clipped from a Swiss magazine a few days before.“ (Sebald 1996: 16)
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than to pass, equally eternal and non-existent, and this timelessness links the experience of time to memory and subjectivity. The world that does not make sense
without an identity-structure based on language and heritage suddenly starts to
make sense in the performativity of language, as well as through certain links of
textuality between words and images. Within this world of words, the existence of
reality beyond the text is queried.
There is another serious theoretical question raised by Die Ausgewanderten
(and of course also by Austerlitz): the one about archives. The culture of remembering and forgetting seems to be disintegrating with the extension of digital archives. It is hard to draw the line between fiction and reality within the endless
mass of documents, and this is not only because the world-wide web and the popularity of virtual forms of living. Once the micronarrative of a family story was hidden in albums and photographs, marking the space where stories and memories
begin. Today, the various forms of “home video” provide a gigantic archive for
data in all sorts of media that can be uploaded and made available for the whole
world, which also implies the potential end of the intimacy that has so far been
associated with private life. In Sebald’s novels – especially in Die Ausgewanderten
– the photos that are used might seemingly be undercoding the text. Capturing the
moment, as a photograph does, goes directly against the medium of the text itself,
but certainly creates a subjective representation in the narrative of the pictures. The
pictures and images in Die Ausgewanderten should supposedly illustrate changes in
the plot, as well as helping to portray the people and situations the text generates.
However, the postmodern reader is highly suspicious of functionality and seeming
simplicity as regards the correspondence between text and image. The narrator
questions this simplicity himself with titles and self-references. In the second part
of the novel, the story is about the narrator’s elementary school teacher, a German
called Paul Bereyter who, despite his partially Jewish heritage, served as a soldier
in World War II. One of the pictures portrays him in sunglasses in an unidentifiable
place, and below the picture we read the following line: „zirka 2000 km Luftlinie
weit entfernt – aber von wo?“ (Sebald 1994: 83).10
Reading the novel as a scrapbook puts the reader in a somewhat voyeuristic
position. This is another trap created by the narrator, which allows the reader to
create a visual, yet historical, and linear narrative along the line of the pictures. The
scrapbook displays itself as an archive and within the fiction of the pictures it reveals and conceals the structure of the narrative at the same time. Many theories on
photography are based on the opposition between reality and fiction, which is in
line with the autobiographical elements in Sebald’s novels. The question in the
novels is whether there is a second narrative which is constructed by the reality that
hides behind the fiction, and displays itself through the images. The contrast between reality and fiction is most important in the methodology of archives, as it
10

„about 2,000 km away – but from where?“ (Sebald 1996: 56)
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relegates memory to a historical and narrative level. The memory is what archives
shaped by images and textual lines. Following the double structure of the images
and the text, the phenomenon of archives in Die Ausgewanderten easily evokes
Michel Foucault’s thesis in The Archeology of Knowledge, where the hermeneutic
variant is replaced by the structural recognition of markings. (Ernst 2002).
In the textual experience of Sebald’s novels, a physical place cannot produce
meanings any longer. Place is replaced by space, a concept more applicable to the
lost identities in the stories. The space of remembrance traces something through
the visual narrative offered by the images: space is a replacement for the places
which the characters lost a long time ago. In this (textual) world the difference
between fiction and reality slowly becomes indifferent. The control over memories
and the description of autobiographical events are effected by the second narrative
constructed by the images. The experience of time and timelessness are the results
of the blurred identities and lost places these characters – and the narrator himself –
do not seem to be able to identify.
The narrator can be read as the person who holds the camera and takes all of the
pictures. His focus and gaze shape the whole picture, the bigger picture, as it
seems. In the fourth story about Max Ferber– whose character is based on the
German painter Frank Auerbach – there are certain similarities between the techniques of the painter and the narrative technique of the writer. Some similarities
can be found here with the medium of photography, as the whole story understands
itself as a great and duplicated ekphrasis, i.e text or speech leading to the thing
which suddenly stands vividly before one’s eyes. The photographer tries to create
the spaces of remembrance not just from the characters’ past but also from his own,
therefore he creates archives within the text. In Die Ausgewanderten archives are
displayed as figurative structures just like ekphrasis itself, and they contain every
bit of lost memory. Wolfgang Ernst states that archives are the places of silence,
thus the question isow silence can be communicated without language? The figures
of the four stories in the novel face exactly the same question: how can they be
communicated without a language? How can they create an identity without the
base and the historical roots of heritage? How can someone have no home, no roots
and no language? The Greek word “arkhé” means both beginning and orderliness,
so it evokes temporality and a spatial meaning at the same time. Sebald’s use of
archives is more likely to be read as a spatial structure than as an objective, linear
tale of time. In archives there is always silence, something these characters very
well know. Absence for these characters is not something that can be justified with
words. Archives in this novel are not targets, but tools for interpreting and producing. In a way, they confront the fictional act of remembrance.
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The act of reading as hypothesised performance
BÁCSKAI-ATKÁRI, JÚLIA
Verse novels, such as Lord Byron’s Don Juan or János Arany’s Bolond Istók [Stephen the Fool], are known to have narrators with empathic presence, which not
only licenses them to step forward and to make their texts more personal, but allows for various reflections either on the narrated story or on the text as such. Since
the narrator generally presents himself (or, less typically, herself) as the author of
the text, these reflections typically concern the creative aspect, the performance of
writing (a particular text) and hence create the illusion that the text is just being
written. However, there are several instances of reflections on the (possible) readers and the process of reading, which assume that the text is already a completed
unit; moreover, these reflect on an entirely fictitious performance, as hypothesised
by the narrator.
1. The act of writing as creative performance
One of the most striking characteristics of verse novels is the seemingly immediate
communication of the narrator towards the readership, either in the form of reflections on the text or by directly addressing the reader.1 The reason why this may
have a striking effect is that occasionally it evokes the traits of oral communication
and of a situation where the narrator and the reader(s) are co-present in terms of
both location and time. Since, however, the text itself is clearly a written one – an
assumption otherwise shared by the narrator – there is a conflict between the nature
of the text and the aforesaid narrative gestures.
In fact, the only locus where such a co-presence is possible is the text itself:
from a theoretical perspective, one can say that though the text may create the illusion that the (biographical) author and the readers are in direct contact; that is the
text is only a means for the (biographical) author to address his/her readership,
what happens in fact is that the implied author and the implied reader(s) enter into
a relationship within the text. Since this has widely been discussed in the literature
from diverse perspectives2, my aim here is neither to justify the theoretical separation and relatedness of these notions, nor to show that they can be applied to verse
novels, as they could well be applied to any text; the reason why it bears particular
importance in the case of verse novels is that verse novels themselves have an in1

It has to be mentioned that the phenomenon is not unprecedented: similar gesture may be found in
the works of Ariosto or in mock-epics. (See Imre 1990: 12–13)
2
The terms “implied author” and “implied reader” were coined by Wayne C. Booth (cf. 1961). As for
the implied author, similar views can be found already in Tynjanov (1971). Other Russian formalists
also developed similar ideas (Gölz 2009, cf. also Genette 1983; Chatman 1978, 1990; Bronzwaer,
1978). As for the implied reader (cf. Prince 1971; Schmid 1973, Iser 1972, 1976, 1978)
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creased tendency to reflect on the issue. That is, while there are plenty of gestures
that strongly associate the speaker with the poet or that address particular people,
such as fellow poets, these are invariably contradicted by other parts of the texts
that explicitly assume the impossibility of such immediate relations.
The imitation of an archetypal situation, whereby the poet recites a story in front
of his listeners, is actually not alien to written narrative poetry and was also used in
English narrative poems that are in a way precursors of the Byronic verse novel, such
as Coleridge’s The Rime of the Ancient Mariner or Scott’s The Lay of the Last Minstrel. Importantly, both of these works contain embedding: there is an internal narrator (the ancient mariner or the last minstrel), who narrates the main story, and who is
introduced by an external narrator in a frame story. The role of the frame story in
each case is the explanation of the situation in which the internal narration takes
place, which is necessary as otherwise the readers could not decipher it.3
The imitation of such a situation was rejected by Lord Byron himself, whose
Don Juan can be considered the first verse novel. In fact, he even mocked the tradition in his preface to the first two cantos, which appeared in 1819; though the preface remained unfinished and was not published in Byron’s time, it is still important
to consider it here. The sharp criticism expressed in it is actually directed at a particular preface written by Wordsworth to his poem The Thorn, in which he asks his
readership to suppose that the poem itself will be narrated by the captain of a merchantman or small trading vessel. Byron is highly critical of this method and mocks
Wordsworth’s suggestion by making a similar one: that is, he asks his readers to
suppose that the narrator of the poem is a Spanish gentleman:
The reader, who has acquiesced in Mr W. Wordsworth’s supposition that his
‘Misery, oh misery’ is related by the ‘captain of a small, etc.’, is requested to
suppose by a like exertion of imagination that the following epic narrative is
told by a Spanish gentleman in a village in the Sierra Morena on the road between Monasterio and Seville, sitting at the door of a posada with the Curate
of the hamlet on his right hand, a cigar in his mouth, a jug of Malaga or perhaps ‘right sherris’ before him on a small table, containing the relics of an olla-podrida. The time, sunset. At some distance a group of black-eyed peasantry are dancing to the sound of the flute of a Portuguese servant, belonging to
two foreign travellers, who have an hour ago dismounted from their horses to
spend the night on their way to the capital of Andalusia.

As can be seen, Byron is highly ironic when describing the possibility of embedding as found in Wordsworth and he explicitly refers to it as an “exertion of
imagination”. Though the criticism expressed here is mainly directed towards the
Lake Poets – chiefly Wordsworth and Southey –, it is still important to note how
dismissive Byron is of the entire tradition of embedded narrators who would fea3

For a recent study on this in The Lay of the Last Minstrel, and on how Scott’s work differs from
Byron’s Don Juan (cf. Bácskai-Atkári 2011).
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ture as archetypical poets. Conversely, Byron contrasts the text written by Wordsworth with his own (written) text and as far as the literary debate is concerned, Don
Juan contains reflections on the aspect of writing. This characteristic feature is
adopted by later verse novels as well.
Nevertheless, this does not imply that verse novels would be product-oriented
as there are several references on the process of writing. Let us consider the ending
of Canto II of Don Juan:
In the meantime, without proceeding more
In this anatomy, I’ve finished now
Two hundred and odd stanzas as before,
That being about the number I’ll allow
Each canto of the twelve or twenty-four;
And laying down my pen, I make my bow,
Leaving Don Juan and Haidée to plead
For them and theirs with all who deign to read.

The narrator here informs his readers about the state of the art of his own work
and relates the text produced so far to the entire concept he has in mind. This way
the focus of narration shifts from the story to the process of writing, including textexternal aspects as well. The shift is crucial especially because the story of Don
Juan has just taken an important turn with the protagonist and Haidée falling in love.
The immediacy of such narrative gestures stems precisely from the fact that the
narrator’s reflections interrupt the storyline, as if the reciting poet were turning to
his audience to comment on his own work. However, there is an important distinction between oral and written poetry in this respect, which is reflected on in Don
Juan: it is the writer’s privilege to abandon his readers and leave the story unfinished, at least for a while.
It is worth mentioning that in the case of Don Juan, this kind of reflection and
interruption was also natural, inasmuch as Don Juan was issued in parts: Cantos I
and II were published as early as 1819, while the publication of Cantos III, IV and
V was delayed until 1821, thus the narrative gap reflected on in the text coincided
with a factual one.
Though reflections on the writing process tend to be scattered across the entire
text, they still form a network of reflections, such that the narrator-writer’s changing
ideas can also be detected. The ending of Canto III of Don Juan is the following:
I feel this tediousness will never do;
’Tis being too epic, and I must cut down
(In copying) this long canto into two.
They’ll never find it out, unless I own
The fact, excepting some experienced few,
And then as an improvement ’twill be shown.
I’ll prove that such the opinion of the critic is
From Aristotle passim. – See Ποιητικης.
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By “tediousness” the narrator again reflects on his tendency to digress; this time
the story is abandoned precisely when there is considerable suspense: namely, the
life of the protagonist – as well as that of his lover – is endangered.4 Nevertheless,
the narrator interrupts the storytelling process, due to a compositional problem: the
present canto is too long already. This immediately contradicts his previous plans:
Canto III has altogether 111 stanzas, which is exactly half the length of Canto I and
approximately half the length of Canto II (which have 222 and 216 stanzas, respectively). Hence “cutting the canto into two” means precisely that the narrator had the
previous plan in mind when starting Canto III but has changed his intentions since
then. This shows that, besides reflecting on the writing process, the text can be procedural also in the sense that the writer-narrator’s changing ideas can be followed.5
On the other hand, the narrative gesture of ending the canto in a rather arbitrary
way, in this case, would not have been necessary, as Canto III and IV appeared
together and thus the separation that is thematized in the text was never actually
accompanied by a factual one. Nevertheless, the gesture of separation when ending
a canto may remain even when there is no extra-textual need for it. This is reinforced by the fact that even in verse novels that were never issued in parts, cantos
may end with a strikingly similar gesture, such as Canto I in A délibábok hőse [The
Hero of Mirages] by László Arany.
In addition, the stanza quoted above seems to reveal an aspect of the writing
process that is supposed to be invisible for the readers, as is also acknowledged by
the text itself. That is, the narrator creates the impression that he is writing the first
version of the text, which is to be copied later on: the first version is supposed to
consist of one longer canto and to contain the remark that the canto should be cut
into two – conversely, the second version is supposed to consist of two shorter
cantos of approximately the same length and not to contain the remark about the
canto being cut into two, as the narrator does not want his readers to “find out” that
he has actually done so. There is clearly a contradiction since the final text is divided but at the same time still contains the remark in question – which, strictly speaking, should not be written down at all.
4

It has to be mentioned that the shift is not sharp as the narrator starts digressing from the actual
storyline earlier; still, his readers may expect him to continue the narration rather than ending the
canto. On the conflict between the crucial situation in the story: (cf. Barton 1998: 195). Such delaying
digressions are present in previous works as well, notably in Fielding (cf. Rimmon-Kenan 1997).
5
It is notable how the concept outlined by Don Juan’s implied author changes throughout the text, (cf.
Ackermann 1901: 150). This also leads to the seemingly never-ending nature of Don Juan: the text – as
well as the expected length – becomes longer and longer, clearly indicating that there is no previous
plan underlying it. For a more detailed analysis of these problems (cf. Bácskai-Atkári 2008; see also
Christensen 1993: 215; Manning 1998: 183). This loosened structure also contributes to the poem’s
strongly improvisatory nature, which is, according to Robson, a solution for “the problem of the long
poem”. (Robson 1963: 92) On the other hand, as is clear from the quotation above, his remarks are also
against an existing tradition, namely that of the epic (cf. Ridenour 1963: 136).

The act of reading as hypothesised performance

23

The way to overcome this contradiction is to say – or, rather, to acknowledge –
that the narrator simply uses the text as a possible means of conveying his thoughts
regarding any aspect of the writing process and hence it may result in parts of the
writing being devoted to reflections on the writing process itself.
2. The product of writing
The paradox concerning the ending of Canto III largely stems from the fact that there
is reference both to the writing process and the product of writing, i.e. the book itself.
References to the book as artefact are generally made in two major ways in verse
novels: in relation to the author’s plans and with respect to the readership.
As I have already pointed out, the plans expressed by the author-narrator may
change throughout the text, which logically follows from the fact that the narrator
and the implied author are closely intertwined and the narrator explicitly presents
himself as the writer of the text and not, for example, as an editor thereof. Still,
there is a remarkable awareness of the book format in verse novels and narrators
seem to be concerned with compositional and publication issues just as well as
with minor questions regarding their texts.
In Don Juan, apart from the length of the individual cantos, the number of cantos is also subject to change. While the ending of Canto II (quoted in the previous
section) explicitly states that there will be twelve or twenty-four cantos altogether,
in Canto XII stanza 87 we find the following:
Here the twelfth canto of our introduction
Ends. When the body of the book’s begun,
You’ll find it of a different construction
From what some people say ’twill be when done.
The plan at present’s simply in concoction.
I can’t oblige you, reader, to read on;
That’s your affair, not mine. A real spirit
Should neither court neglect nor dread to bear it.

There are two major points to be considered here. First, the designated length has
changed since Canto II in such a way that the original total of twelve or twenty-four
cantos is exchanged in favour of an undefined but certainly larger number: the first
twelve cantos are labelled as introduction and hence it seems likely that the length
will exceed the twenty-four cantos too. In this way, the epic design is incorporated
into a constantly changing one: it has to be remembered that the twelve and twentyfour cantos denote classical models, as Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey both have twentyfour cantos, while Virgil’s Aeneid has twelve.6 In this way, markedly classical epic
6

Interestingly, Milton’s Paradise Lost, a work of primary importance for Byron, was originally published in ten cantos in 1667 but when the second edition followed, it was reorganised into twelve
cantos, most probably precisely in order to follow Virgil’s composition (cf. Hale 1995) Since my
primary concern here is not to investigate the prevalence of this particular epic tradition further, I will
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designs are abandoned and partly also mocked as in a certain way the “introductory”
twelve cantos of Don Juan equal the twelve cantos of (the entire) Aeneid.
On the other hand, the narrator at this point admits that his plans are subject to
constant change by referring to them as being “in concoction”. This causes the
entire composition to be unpredictable; hence the narrator’s references on the book
itself – understood as an object that the readers may hold in their hands – are also
vague, as is in the quotation above, where there is a hint about “the body of the
book”. In principle it would be possible to have unpredictability of composition
restricted to the level of narration: in that case, the book itself would be finished,
contradicting the narrator’s remarks.
However, Don Juan, as has been mentioned, was issued in parts: Cantos I and II
appeared in July 1819; Cantos III, IV and V in August 1821; Cantos VI, VII and VIII
in July 1823; Cantos IX, X and XI in August 1823; Cantos XII, XIII and XIV in
December 1823; Cantos XV and XVI in March 1824; and Canto XVII remained
unfinished. This means that towards the end of Canto XII, when the narrator declares
that so far he has produced only the introduction, the reader is supposed to have gone
through four books and, judging from the fact that the present one contains only two
that no longer qualify as the introduction, there are many more to be expected. Hence
references to the book format have a double nature: on the one hand they refer to a
finite form into which the cantos are transferred at some time during the writing process and which contains ‘frozen text’ in the sense that the narrator has no direct access to them from the ensuing volumes. On the other hand, the structure of the book
in the sense of book series is fundamentally non-finite, as so far no volume has
proved to be the final one and there is no foreseeable ending either.
Yet there are considerable reflections that refer to the book format. For instance,
at the end of Canto I we find the following:
‘Go, little book, from this my solitude!
I cast thee on the waters, go thy ways!
And if, as I believe, thy vein be good,
The world will find thee after many days.’
When Southey’s read, and Wordsworth understood,
I can’t help putting in my claim to praise.
The four first rhymes are Southey’s every line;
For God’s sake, reader, take them not for mine.

The text is here highly ironic and is a continuation of the author-narrator’s criticism directed at the Lake Poets, particularly Southey and Wordsworth – just like in
the introduction, as we have seen earlier. By inserting Southey’s words into a fundamentally different new context (the text of Don Juan), the narrator partly also
mocks the tradition of the envoi, as there is no particular reason for saying goodbye
leave the question at this point; suffice it to say that by abandoning the markedly classical epic designs, Byron in Don Juan again very strongly opposes and partly also mocks the epic tradition.
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to the entire book right at the end of the first canto, especially because there is at
least one more to come. The otherwise traditional narrative gesture – hence not
Southey’s distinctive feature7 – at this point thus seems to be rather theatrical and
functionless, and highlights rather that the book is far from being finished.
Reflection on the book format is in fact more embedded at the end of Canto I
than if it appeared only in the last stanza: the preceding one already and even more
markedly makes reference to the book as an object:
But for the present, gentle reader! and
Still gentler purchaser! the bard – that’s I –
Must with permission shake you by the hand,
And so your humble servant, and good-bye.
We meet again, if we should understand
Each other; and if not, I shall not try
Your patience further than by this short sample.
’T were well if others followed my example.

As could be seen in the previous examples, references to the book tend to involve the reader to some extent; this is logical, given that the reader by default
encounters the final version of the text published in the form of a book. In the quotation above, reference to this is even more direct as the narrator refers to his reader
as the purchaser. Just as the text receives material form when printed in a book, the
reader is suddenly materialised into an agent who is capable of buying that book.
The rather material viewpoint adopted here by the narrator is further reinforced by
his own attitude: he seems to be more concerned with his book being purchased
than with his text being read. Ironically, the notion of the purchaser is paired up
with that of the bard on the author’s part, which is far less material – in fact, it is a
relatively archaic notion for a poet –, hence there is a sharp contrast between the
author and the reader but also between the author’s claimed self-image and his
profit-oriented attitude. The clash is of course humorous and adds to the strong
reflexive quality of the text in general.
3. Reading as hypothesised performance
Proceeding in this line of thought, the fact that the narrator reflects on the readers
and on the reading act raises yet another question, namely how the text may contain information regarding the reading process. In fact, verse novels contain several
references to how readers may react to (parts of) the given text: their reaction is
crucially viewed as a certain kind of performance, whereby they actively respond
to what they are reading. This may be realised both verbally and non-verbally; in
7

For instance, similar texts appear as early in English literature as at the end of Chaucer’s Troilus and
Criseyde – also beginning with “Go, little book…” –, and the tradition flourished in his time. Its origins can be traced back to Latin literature and was still used in subsequent periods as well (cf. Tatlock
1921; Tupper 1917; Engler 1990).
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either case, however, it is a hypothesis of the narrator. This hypotheses may of
course be based on previous reactions by readers: the narrator may also choose to
respond to these but the point here is that there are cases where the narrator, based
on the text (s)he has just produced, makes predictions concerning the reception
thereof and hence responds only to his/her own hypotheses.
As can be expected, most of these instances include a hypothesised negative
reaction on the readers’ part, in the sense that the text contradicts their expectations; in Don Juan, the most frequent opinion is probably that the text is immoral,
according to public standards.8 Consider the following from Canto III (stanza 12):
Haidée and Juan were not married, but
The fault was theirs, not mine. It is not fair,
Chaste reader, then in any way to put
The blame on me, unless you wish they were.
Then if you’d have them wedded, please to shut
The book which treats of this erroneous pair,
Before the consequences grow too awful;
’Tis dangerous to read of loves unlawful.

The narrator does not in the least say that the reader will necessarily find the
story immoral at this point; however, he seems to assume that at least some of his
readers will think so, which is why he immediately starts contradicting the hypothesised view of the “chaste reader”. Apart from approbation, the narrator also draws
up a hypothesised performance in the form of suggestion, i.e. that the reader should
shut the book.
Very often narrators imagine verbal reactions from their readers. In Pál Gyulai’s
Romhányi, there is a point in the story when the protagonist Romhányi, who fought
in the revolutionary war of 1848–1849 against the Austrian government and is now
on the run, is brought to the house of a woman he previously courted but abandoned.
However, he is so exhausted that he is not conscious (Canto II stanza 36):
De rá nem ismer, oly nagy láza,
S ismét behunyja a szemét…
Hát ily sovány regényem váza,
S mily prózai, szokott beszéd.
Jó olvasóm, tán így fogsz szólni,
Ki vártál nagy jelenetet,
Romhányi hogy’ fog szónokolni…
Nem kínozom a beteget.
Ha nagy, csodás és szörnyű szép kell,
A Jókai regényét nyisd fel;
Én ezt meg nem tanulhatám,
Nincs hozzá sok phantasiám.
8

See for instance: Canto I stanzas 120, 207 and 209; Canto IV stanzas 4–7, Canto V stanza 130, and
Canto XII stanzas 28, 39–40, 50, 86.
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In verbatim translation:
But he does not recognize her, so high is his fever,
And he closes his eyes again…
So meagre is the skeleton of my novel,
And what prosaic, common speech.
My dear reader, so will you perhaps speak,
Having expected a great scene,
How Romhányi would orate…
I will not torture the patient.
If you need something great, miraculous and terribly beautiful,
Open Jókai’s novels;
I could not learn this,
I have not much phantasy for it.

The narrator in the third and fourth lines produces a text that he attributes to his
reader, as a response to the first two lines. The clash represented here is between
the kind of literature the narrator wishes to – and does – produce and the kind
which is here represented by Mór Jókai, a contemporary of Gyulai who was famous for his romantic novels, and which are characterised by highly improbable
scenes and romantic extremities, at least according to Gyulai’s narrator. Just as in
Byron’s case, it is the narrator’s own text and methods which are claimed to be
superior and hence the reader’s expectations are ridiculed.
Again, the hypothetical nature of the reader’s textual performance is encoded in
the text itself: the narrator uses the word perhaps and he also puts the reporting
clause (so will you perhaps speak) into the future, hence associating it with a temporal dimension he definitely cannot control in the sense that he does not know
whether the reader will perform such a text at all – what he can do is to prepare for
the possibility by an apt response, which he indeed provides.
Even more striking is the case of János Vajda’s Találkozások [Meetings], which
begins with the following:
A Váci utcán, fényes délben,
Úgy fél tizenkettő után…
– Szép olvasónő a vidéken
Ez prózai neked talán?
„A Váci utcán, hol a sarkon,
Mint jelfa a keresztúti parton,
A rendbiztos mereven áll…
Haha… gyönyörű ideál!”
In verbatim translation:
In Váci street, at bright noon,
After about half past eleven…
– Fair lady reader in the countryside
Is this perhaps prosaic for you?
“In Váci street, where at the corner
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Like a signpost on the crossroads’ shores,
The policeman stands stiff…
Ha-ha… beautiful ideal!”

Again, just as in Gyulai’s verse novel, the narrator’s text is seemingly interrupted after two lines – first by the narrator himself, who suddenly turns to the possible
thoughts of the (lady) reader and later by the reader herself.9 In this case, the interruption is sharper than in Romhányi for two reasons: first, this is the very beginning
of the entire text; second, the (lady) reader’s reaction is overwhelming with respect
to quantity: the narrator spent only two lines outlining the setting of his story and
then devoted two additional lines to reacting to his reader – by contrast, the reader
not only has the four lines quoted above but ‘writes’ the whole of the the next stanza. In this way the reader seems to dominate the text for a considerable stretch;
what is more, she even parodies the original text of the narrator.
The reader’s text is again strictly hypothetical and is introduced by a perhaps on
the narrator’s part. Still, the narrator reacts to this in the third stanza by admitting
that the setting is not particularly romantic but may nevertheless serve as a setting
for romantic events. The line of argumentation is slightly different from the ones
discussed in connection with Don Juan and Romhányi: in all three cases, the readers’ expectations seem not to be fulfilled in some sense but whereas the narrators of
Byron and Gyulai mock these expectations and oppose them strongly by saying
that their text is of a higher quality,10 in Találkozások the narrator only partially
mocks and opposes his reader. In fact, what he claims is that his text will actually
fulfil the expectations of the reader, even if not with the same machinery as the
readers are used to: in other words, if the reader expects a romantic story in a setting that is traditionally claimed to be romantic, then she should rather be prepared
for a romantic story in a setting that is traditionally claimed not to be romantic but
will be shown to be such. Since the narrator’s ultimate intention is to satisfy his
readers, it seems justifiable that in this case the poetic performance is for a while
more emphatic than that of the narrator.
There are of course several other examples of such dialogues with the reader but
as my main goal here is not to provide a comparative analysis of these instances, I
will not investigate the issue further now. My point is that verse novels not only
tend to contain references to readers’ responses but this tendency also follows from
9

It is worth highlighting that Vajda’s narrator here markedly addresses a female reader. This can be
attributed to the fact that in the period readers were predominantly women (cf. Gyáni 2007: 569). On
the other hand, it can be a manifestation of contemporary criticism, according to which women mostly read popular literature (cf. Gyáni, p. 569; György 1886: 330).
10
This stance is more frequently taken up in prototypical verse novels than the stance we find in
Vajda’s work; in László Arany’s A délibábok hőse, the narrator mocks romantic novels and claims
that his work is not meant to fulfil such expectations, which could best be satisfied by going to the
circus rather than by literature. (On the differences between Vajda’s text and other verse novels see
Bácskai-Atkári 2009.)
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a more general characteristic, which is the strong self-reflexive quality of these
texts. As narrators constantly interrupt the narration of the story itself for the sake
of reflecting on their own texts – either on the diegetic or the extradiegetic level – it
is only one step further for them to interact with the readers. Since readers normally have access to the text when it is already published, interaction with the reader
frequently involves reflection on the book, also allowing for narrators to reconsider
their original plans concerning the structure of their work. On the other hand, readers’ opinions may also appear as textually present, in which case the reader’s
thoughts – as hypothesised and formulated by the narrator – qualify as performance
just as the narrator’s text does.
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Performance in Text and Text in Performance
BUCSICS, KATALIN
In her late reminiscences Virginia Woolf recalls “how Meredith dropped rounds of
lemon into his tea. How Watts had bowls of whipped cream and minced meat; how
Lowell had a long knitted purse, with rings round it, and sixpences always came
from the slit. What I received was some general impress of strength, of oddity.
What they said I have forgotten. But I remember the roll of Meredith’s voice. I
remember the hesitation and qualification, the humming and hawing of Henry
James’ voice.” (Woolf 1976: 136 – my emphasis). Woolf is evoking moments of
her childhood in these passages, time she spent surrounded by the people who visited the house of the Stephen family. The father, Sir Leslie Stephen was a philosopher and a critic (best known perhaps as the first editor of the Dictionary of National Biography) who counted famous intellectuals – several artists and scholars
of the Victorian time – among his friends. There was George Frederic Watts
(1817–1904), a Symbolist painter and sculptor, who painted his portrait and several
of whose works were hung on the walls of the home at Hyde Park Gate; James
Russell Lowell (1819–1891), best known as a Romantic poet (though he was also a
critic, editor and diplomat) was Virginia’s god-father and he celebrated her birth in
a poem. (Lee 1997: 55) The writers Henry James and George Meredith were
friends and regular visitors, and Leslie Stephen’s first wife was one of the daughters of William Makepeace Thackeray (1811–1863).
As one of her biographers concludes, after a long enumeration of famous relatives and acquaintances, “Virginia Woolf was ‘modern’. But she was also a late
Victorian. The Victorian family past filled her fiction, shaped her political analyses
of society and underlay the behaviour of her social group.” (Lee 1997: 55) This
historical in-between state seems to inevitably determine her place in literary history. As Viktor Zmegač reads Modern Fiction (1919) and Mr. Bennett and Mrs.
Brown in his Der europäische Roman as manifestos of the new art of fiction, he
points out similarly that “Im Jahre 1919 konnte man bereits auf zahlreiche futuristische und expressionistische Manifeste zurückblicken, und auch in England zeichneten sich entsprechende Modernismen ab (Pound, Eliot, Wyndham Lewis); auf
dem Kontinent machte der Dadaismus von sich reden. Vor diesem Hintergrund
nehmen sich die ästhetischen Forderungen der Autorin scheinbar paradox aus: vergleichsweise konservativ und schrankenlos modernistisch zugleich.” (Zmegač
1990: 294–295 – my emphasis). This historical diagnosis is also attributed to the
circle of Virginia Woolf, the Bloomsbury Group. Noel Annan – surveying the Leavisian “tradition” as a reaction against them – asserts that “English revolutionaries
are tame cats compared with those on the continent of Europe, and nothing could
have been less Wagnerian than the chamber music of Bloomsbury.” (Annan 1987:
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23) In his comparative essay on Bloomsbury and the Fabian Society Michael
Holroyd announces outright: “Its members were reformers rather than revolutionaries.” (Holroyd 1987: 51)
As the introductory quotation suggests, and as many of her essays (from this point
of view the most characteristic is her commemorating essay from 1932, entitled:
Leslie Stephen, the Philosopher at Home: A Daughter’s Memoires) prove, personal
and cultural inheritance are eminently intertwined throughout Woolf’s oeuvre. The
aim of the following interpretation is to prove that her last novel Between the Acts
offers a peculiar mise en scène of the transition between the 19th and 20th centuries, in
the same way as her stance in the literary traditions of these periods.
In the present analysis it seems hardly negligible that she worked on a kind of
literary history (Anon – remained in fragments), and on her early reminiscences (A
Sketch of the Past) almost simultaneously, while she was writing and rewriting
Between the Acts. Nevertheless, her diary entries from those times consist of her
records of the life of an English village (Rodmell), which was continuously threatened and eventually destroyed by German bombardment after the British declaration of war. Without the least exaggeration one might feel that the last novel of
Virginia Woolf embodies a mosaic of these texts.
Between the Acts is set in rural England in 1939, on the verge of the Second
World War, on the day of the annual village pageant. The embedded dramatic work
– the pageant – presents a condensed history of England through several scenes.
Beginning with an allegoric depiction of the birth of England, it represents the
Elizabethan, the Restoration and the Victorian periods. Each is illustrated by a further, so to say “doubly embedded” drama, which is actually Woolf’s style-parody
of certain literary periods. The dramatic form mixed with prose inevitably induces
further questions, although it would appear exaggerated to insist that “For the pageant in Pointz Hall, she wrote poetry, a remarkable turning point in the career of a
writer who had never before written or published verse. The form of the book is
taken from another genre: drama.” (King 1994: 607 – my emphasis). Even if we
concede that she never wrote poetry in the strict sense of the word, some of her
novels were undoubtedly written in a language that can be read as prose-rhyme. In
1941, as her last novel was published posthumously, a critic wrote in the pages of
The New York Times that “no other English novelist has ever written more dazzling
passages of poetry undefiled than Virginia Woolf.” (Hudson 1997: 446) One finds
the following note from 1939 in her diary: “I was […] in full flood this morning
with P.H. [=Pointz Hall, the provisional title of Between the Acts] I think I have got
at a more direct method of summarizing relations; & then the poems (in metre) run
off the prose lyric vein, which as I agree with Roger, I overdo. That was by the way
the best criticism I’ve had for a long time: that I poetise my inanimate scenes,
stress my personality; let the meaning emerge from the matière” (Woolf 1984: 200)
Moreover, she wrote a drama entitled Freshwater which caricatures the Victorian
circle of Julia Margaret Cameron (1815–1879), the sister of her grandmother, the
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famous British photographer. One of the interpreters argues that “[t]he tolerant,
beneficent humour uniting the community in [...] Between the Acts, may be seen as
her playing with the ideas and effects she describes in the Congreve essay.” (Jacobsen 1998: 215) She did not think that dramatic form can or should be strictly separated from prose, a conviction that may further prove the deep influence of Victorian tradition on her. In the comments regarding the diaries of Sir Walter Scott, she
raises the question of whether he was “the last of playwright novelists, who, when
the pressure of emotion is strong enough behind them can leap the bounds of prose
and make real thoughts and real emotions issue in real words from living lips? So
many playwrights did; but of novelists who – except Sir Walter and, perhaps,
Dickens?” (Woolf 2011: 217 – my emphasis).
It is interesting to note how smoothly she connects the main character of English literature per se with the Victorian tradition she inherited. In the pages of a
literary history, which remained incomplete, Woolf writes about the important
moments of English literature: “though at the beginning of the sixteenth century the
printing press has given the poet a name, he is still unspecialised. He is not wholly
writer, wholly musician or wholly painter. It seems possible that the great English
art may be not the art of words. He sees acutely what is before him without the
shadow of reflection: his ear is stimulated by the sound of words spoken aloud.”
(Woolf 2011: 589 – my emphasis) One could say that during the Victorian era literature was quite similarly – oral and audible, more than written. One of the chapters of Middlemarch – which she characterized as “the most interesting of English
novels” (Woolf 1988: 294) – shows a typical Victorian scene. Fred Vincy, one of
the major characters of the book, “found the family group, dogs and cats included,
under the great apple-tree in the orchard. It was a festival with Mrs. Garth, for her
eldest son, Christy, her peculiar joy and pride, had come home for a short holiday
[...] He was lying on the ground now by his mother's chair, with his straw hat laid
flat over his eyes, while Jim on the other side was reading aloud from that beloved
writer who has made a chief part in the happiness of many young lives. The volume was ‘Ivanhoe’” (Eliot: 57). This custom (reading aloud) is also alluded to by
Henry James in an essay on Daniel Deronda, in which Pulcheria, an almost special
medium, has the task of reading novels aloud (James 1963: 60–77).
In Between the Acts one of the elder women from the villagers sums up the Victorian era in one sentence: “Yet, children did draw trucks in mines; there was the
basement; yet Papa read Walter Scott aloud after dinner; and divorced ladies were
not received at Court.” (Woolf 2000: 147) [my emphasis] In her early essay entitled Impressions of Sir Leslie Stephen (1906) – written shortly after his death, fulfilling the demand of his monographer – Woolf evokes similar reminiscences:
“when we were old enough he spent the time in reading aloud to us. I cannot remember any book before Tom Brown’s School Days and Treasure Island; but it
must have been very soon that we attacked the first of that long line of red backs –
the thirty-two volumes of the Waverley Novels, which provided reading for many
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years of evenings, because when we had finished the last he was ready to begin the
first over again.”
Her last novel is a historical representation of Victorian times and customs
throughout the story, and a simultaneous presentation of it in a formal sense. The
fact that Henry James’s previously mentioned essay was written in a dialogue, a
form that seems closer to the oral than the written literary tradition, could hardly be
omitted. Michael Kaufman devotes a lengthy analysis, entitled A Modernism of
One’s Own: Virginia Woolf’s TLS Reviews and Eliotic Modernism, to the differences between the essay-writing of Thomas Stearns Eliot and Virginia Woolf. In
the first series of the “Hogarth Essays”, her essay (Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown)
was published with Eliot’s essays on Dryden, Marvel, and the Metaphysical Poets.
As Hermione Lee suggests “[s]he probably felt anxious about the conjunction of
their two pamphlets, hers so discursive, personal and anecdotal, his so impersonal
and authoritative.” (Lee 1997: 445) As an essayist, Virginia Woolf’s style seems to
be closer to that of James than to that of Eliot, even if the latter was her real contemporary. This fact could fairly assure her an in-between status, which plays a
significant role in the present analysis.
The dramatic form in Woolf’s novel as performed (or read aloud) rather than
written (or read silently) can be seen, therefore, as a “meta-reflective” phenomenon
on the one hand, yet, on the other hand, it has proved to be an apt medium of evoking the past. She writes in her late reminiscences that, “whatever the reason may
be, I find, that scene making is my natural way of marking the past.” (Woolf 1976:
122) Some pages later she introduces the “scene”: “Two different ages confronted
each other in the drawing room at Hyde Park Gate: the Victorian age; and the Edwardian age. We were not his children, but his grandchildren. […] We were living
say in 1910: they were living in 1860.” (Woolf 1976: 126, 127) Between the Acts
seems to perform first of all the very “act” between the 19th and 20th centuries.
Christine Froula explains the message and role of Three Guineas from its first
word: “But”. She argues that “this dialogic ‘But’ ruptures the textual boundary,
presses passive reading toward public voice, and marks Room as not merely
‘about’ but actively part of the struggle for civilization.” (Froula 2005: 29) Far
from looking at Between the Acts as if it were a kind of manifesto,1 she contends
that it “melts imperceptibly into a living theatre, history in the making.” (Froula
2005: 316)
One could not pass by the following question: how does it function as a historical novel? Leonard Woolf in his essay The Pageant of History wrote about the
method of historians who favour “not a pageant of history in the old sense – a mere
cavalcade of kings and queens and great men and ‘historical’ events – but [...] a
pageant of the ordinary man going about his ordinary work from the days when he
1

Judith L. Johnston seems to be close to this notion, as her analysis seems to be heavily influenced by
Three Guineas (See Johnston 2005).
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wore woad to the time when he wore a grey beaver hat.” (Woolf, L.: 127) Leonard
Woolf’s opinion is that this perspective leads to “historical sentimentality”, as it
seems to “be more akin to that of the biographer or the novelist than to that of the
historian. [...] The historians’ province is the communal life, not the individual
lives, of the common people.” (Woolf: 133–134)
Such “pageants” seem to intermingle in Between the Acts: the past is represented as a selection of the most characteristic periods and events on the one hand, and
as an accumulation of even the most microscopic details on the other. According to
Leonard Woolf, one could identify history only with the acts of the pageant, while
all the others, which happen or rather do not happen between these acts, are merely
nuances. This last work of Virginia Woolf is analysed as an historical novel in the
monograph entitled The English Historical Novel. Walter Scott to Virginia Woolf
written by Avrom Fleishman, as well as in Sabine Hotho-Jackson’s surveys (see
Hotho-Jackson 1991). There are two ways to interpret the novel as an example of
this genre. These paths cross each other during the pageant in a way which can be
called – to use Gérard Genette’s term – metaleptic; furthermore, at the end of the
play they meet in accordance with the plans of the author, Miss La Trobe. The
pageant itself represents several historical periods of English (literary) history, yet
the last scene according to the programme is “Present time. Ourselves.” (Woolf
2000: 158) Between the Acts is set in the summer of 1939, a remarkable turning
point of English history, as it coincides with the British declaration of war. Yet, the
audience – which consists of the inhabitants of the village, since the play is performed by the villagers – fails to or does not want to recognize this very moment in
spite of every sign. The news in The Times, which is a favourite reading and
firsthand source in the everyday life of the Oliver family, and even the zoom of the
German planes breaking into the speech of the clergyman after the pageant, remain
somehow neglected. The inhabitants of the village feel rather undefined and only
faintly perceive a kind of vacuum, yet density of the moment. The inescapable
recognition that the last scene of this “pageant of history” is constructed by their
present life is achieved by Miss La Trobe’s idea of showing the “present time” by
holding several mirrors up to the audience.
Between the Acts is not an historical novel, but rather a mise en scène of the
very transition from the present moment to the historical past. Jan Assmann, in his
famous work, distinguishes two types of memory and defines them in the following
ways: „Das kommunikative Gedächtnis umfaßt Erinnerungen, die sich auf die rezente Vergangenheit beziehen. Er sind des Erinnerungen, die der Mensch mit seinen Zeitgenossen teilt. Der typische Fall ist das Generationen-Gedächtnis.“; „[d]as
kulturelle Gedächtnis richtet sich auf Fixpunkte in der Vergangenheit.“ (Assmann
1992: 50, 52) As for this novel, there are inhabitants for whom the Victorian era
still seems to be communicative, and others, for whom this period belongs already
to cultural memory, and thus, is part of history. As soon as the Victorian scene is
announced, one of the elder women from the audience starts to “remember”, to
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enumerate her reminiscences. Yet, one of the main characters, Isa, the young wife
of Giles Oliver, looks at his aunt, Mrs. Swithin, “as if she had been a dinosaur or a
very diminutive mammoth. Extinct she must be, since she had lived in the reign of
Queen Victoria.” (Woolf 2000: 156) However, almost the first piece of information
the reader receives about Mrs Swithin is that she reads the “Outline of History”
(presumably inspired by the book by H. G. Wells), so she wraps herself in the historical past of England, when there “were rhododendrons in the Strand; and mammoths in Piccadilly.” (Woolf 2000: 27) Only such an enormous distance in time
can be called “history” for Mrs. Swithin. As William Dodge, one of the visitors
form the town, concludes “You don’t believe in history” (Woolf 2000: 156) after
her assertion: “I don’t believe [...] that there ever were such people.” [i. e. Victorians] (Woolf 2000: 156). In one of her essays entitled “A Positivist” (1919), Virginia Woolf evokes the figure of Frederic Harrison, Sir Leslie Stephen’s friend and
one of the major propagators of positivism in England. She quotes his viewpoint,
according to which: “There is no Victorian era at all. I have lived and observed
things from William IV, to George V, and, great, as the changes have been, both
material and spiritual, there has been little spasmodic in it at any time. From 1789
to 1918 there has been a continuous post-revolutionary stream.” As Woolf comments, “[t]hat is the kind of reflection that seems to us to be within the special
province of old age. It proceeds from a million observations of which the younger
generation can have no experience.” (Woolf 1988: 65) As is almost scornfully registered in her previously quoted reminiscences, her father’s generation still lived in
the nineteenth century, even after 1900. The guests from the town are guided
through a Victorian home when they visit the house of the Oliver family, where
“[t]he furniture was mid-Victorian, bought at Maples, perhaps, in the forties. The
carpet was covered with small purple dots. And a white circle marked the place
where the slop pail had stood by the washstand.” (Woolf 2000: 65) By leading the
townspeople, the old widow, Mrs Swithin, feels like a child again, in the previous
century, and she uses this period’s “symbolic vocabulary”. She opens the door to
show the nursery: “The room was like a ship deserted by its crew. The children had
been playing―there was a spotted horse in the middle of the carpet. The nurse had
been sewing―there was a piece of linen on the table. The baby had been in the cot.
The cot was empty. ‘The nursery,’ said Mrs. Swithin. Words raised themselves and
became symbolical. ‘The cradle of our race,’ she seemed to say.” (Woolf 2000:
65–66 – my emphasis). When she admits to the playwright that she has wanted to
play the role of Cleopatra since her childhood, ”[a] film fell over her eyes, shutting
off the present.” (Woolf 2000: 136) Yet, her brother Bartholomew daydreams
about his adventures in India as if he were still a young soldier. As the sarcastic
sentence (which may belong to Isa, his daughter-in-law) reveals: “Many old men
had only their India – old men in clubs, old men in rooms off Jermyn Street.”
(Woolf 2000: 16–17)
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Furthermore, Between the Acts represents the Victorian times also by alluding
to characteristic literary tropes and forms of this period. The reader is informed in
the following way about the countryside: “The Guide Book still told the truth. 1833
was true in 1939. No house had been built; no town had sprung up. Hogben's Folly
was still eminent; the very flat, field-parcelled land had changed only in this – the
tractor had to some extent superseded the plough. The horse had gone; but the cow
remained. If Figgis were here now, Figgis would have said the same. So they always said when in summer they sat there to drink coffee, if they had guests. When
they were alone, they said nothing. They looked at the view; they looked at what
they knew, to see if what they knew might perhaps be different today. Most days it
was the same.” (Woolf 2000: 48) The description of rural England in Between the
Acts can be read as a pure symbol of an idyllic but unchangeable Arcadia, a pastoral, yet provincial place, but in a novel written in 1941 it can also seem to be an
allegory for the Victorian literary tradition, which praises the English countryside
as the very expression of the “couleur locale”. Hermione Lee points out that “[a]s
in Between the Acts, Rodmell, like many small Sussex villages, could be ‘read’ for
layer upon layer of local and national history. […] Rodmell was one of the preConquest Saxon settlements” [my emphasis] (Lee 1997: 429) That is why the previous statements on the landscape surrounding Pointz Hall can even be read as a
kind of rewriting of those on Egdon Heath that were inspired by Wessex: “Not a
plough had ever disturbed a grain of that stubborn soil. In the heath's barrenness to
the farmer lay its fertility to the historian. There had been no obliteration, because
there had been no tending.” [my emphasis] (Hardy 1923: 17) The Doomsday Book
also seems to play the role of the most authoritative “source” in each novel.
Mr Ramsay from To the Lighthouse is usually considered the most perfectly
conceived figure of the Victorian man, and The Years is undoubtedly deemed
Woolf’s most characteristic novel of Victorian life. Nonetheless, Between the Acts
not only evokes, rewrites and depicts the Victorian era, but – through the runaway
presence of the dramatic form in the novel – also shows this period through the plot
which can be indentified here with the form. Mrs La Trobe’s mise-en-abyme offers
an endlessly unrestrained “feedback-Schleife” – to borrow the term of FischerLichte (see Fischer-Lichte 2004). In most analyses of the novel two main “levels”
are safely identified even if they are characterized as inseparable. Referring to the
pageant, James King points out that “[t]his entertainment, a composite of songs,
tableaux, parody, pastiche, and dramatic encounters, takes place between the acts
of a drama being enacted among members of the Oliver family.” (King 1994: 607)
We could read the liaisons of the audience as if they were part of the pageant:
“Mrs. Manresa applauded loudly. Somehow she was the Queen; and he (Giles) was
the surly hero.” (Woolf, 2000: 84) The following sentence, however, reminds the
reader of the fictitiousness of the novel: “’The father of my children,’ she added,
slipping into the cliché conveniently provided by fiction.” (Woolf 2000: 13) It can
be also observed that the “reality” or rather the “illusion” of the pageant is perma-
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nently dissolved by a “metaleptic” view: “From behind the bushes issued Queen
Elizabeth – Eliza Clark, licensed to sell tobacco. Could she be Mrs. Clark of the
village shop? She was splendidly made up.” (Woolf 2000: 76) “Here came Millie
Loder (shop assistant at Messrs. Hunt and Dicksons, drapery emporium), in
sprigged satin, representing Flavinda.” (Woolf 2000: 121) “It was Budge the publican; but so disguised that even cronies who drank with him nightly failed to recognize him; and a little titter of enquiry as to his identity ran about among the villagers. He wore a long black many-caped cloak; waterproof; shiny; of the substance of
a statue in Parliament Square; a helmet which suggested a policeman; a row of
medals crossed his breast; and in his right hand he held extended a special constable's baton (loaned by Mr. Willert of the Hall). It was his voice, husky and rusty,
issuing from a thick black cotton-wool beard that gave him away. ‘Budge, Budge.
That's Mr. Budge,’ the audience whispered.” (Woolf 2000: 144) Yet, as they emphatically play the role of the audience, the metalepsis shifts into a further dimension by opening a wider “feedback-Schleife”. “‘Our part’, said Bartholomew ‘is to
be the audience. And a very important part too.’” (Woolf 2000: 54) Therefore, as a
kind of result, Between the Acts seems to incorporate its own (mis)interpretations.
The villagers strive in vain to understand Miss La Trobe’s work, mainly because
they regard a work of literature as the answer to a question: “if we're left asking
questions, isn't it a failure, as a play? I must say I like to feel sure if I go to the
theatre, that I've grasped the meaning … Or was that, perhaps, what she meant? …
Ding dong. Ding … that if we don't jump to conclusions, if you think, and I think,
perhaps one day, thinking differently, we shall think the same?” (Woolf 2000, p.
180) Mrs Swithin – referring to the author and evoking another pitfall of this literary approach – asks: “D'you get her meaning?” and, after a while, she also adds:
“But you might say the same of Shakespeare,” (Woolf, 2000: 157) Furthermore,
even Isa, who speaks in rhymes throughout the whole novel and, as the reader is
informed, writes poems in secret, remains actually unmoved by literature. She repeats only formulas when she says that “‘The library’s always the nicest room in
the house,’ she quoted, and ran her eyes along the books. ‘The mirror of the soul’
books were. The Faerie Queene and Kinglake's Crimea; Keats and the Kreutzer
Sonata. There they were, reflecting. What? What remedy was there for her at her
age – the age of the century, thirty-nine – in books? Book-shy she was, like the rest
of her generation; and gun-shy too. Yet as a person with a raging tooth runs her eye
in a chemist shop over green bottles with gilt scrolls on them lest one of them may
contain a cure,” (Woolf 2000: 17–18 – my emphasis). When Bartholomew asks
“What’s the object […] of this entertainment?” (Woolf 2000: 159) Isa cites the
explanation in the program: “The profits, [...] are to go to a fund for installing electric light in the Church.” As the elder Mr. Oliver concludes “Nothing's done for
nothing in England,” (Woolf 2000: 159) Above all, this brief dialogue might evoke
even those thinkers on whom Sir Leslie Stephen wrote a book entitled “The Utilitarians”. After the pageant unidentifiable voices attempt to guess the meaning of
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the play. One of these voices suggests a Freudian explanation. They do not know
whether the appearance of the “village idiot” was Miss La Trobe’s intention or
whether he became only accidentally part of the entertainment by running through
the scene from time to time. “Did she mean, so to speak, something hidden, the
unconscious as they call it? But why always drag in sex. ...” (Woolf 2000: 179)
When the voices of the actors are carried by the wind and Miss La Trobe is
shocked at the loss of the “illusion”, a cow begins to moo near the stage, at once
filling the gap, and soothing the torment of the author. The villagers’ inclination to
explain external circumstances as part of the pageant, suggests an interpretive approach to Between the Acts itself. “While we're waiting, tell me, did you feel when
the shower fell, someone wept for us all?” (Woolf 2000: 180), somebody raises the
question, referring to the moment when it began to rain during the performance.
Miss La Trobe, the author and the director of the pageant, plays the role of the
artist and “partakes of both worlds but is a member of neither. [...] She lives between the two worlds of this book.” (King 1994: 608) In Between the Acts it seems
impossible to discern a moment “Before the curtain”, but everything that exists
between the acts becomes an act itself. As much as the audience seems to interpret
the novel in which they exist as characters, Miss La Trobe appears to write the
piece in which she takes part as an author. After the parade, she was already thinking about a new work on her way home. “’I should group them,’ she murmured,
‘here.’ It would be midnight; there would be two figures, half concealed by a rock.
The curtain would rise. What would the first words be? The words escaped her.”
(Woolf 2000: 189) [my emphasis] Then Miss La Trobe went to a tavern when “
[s]he heard the first words.” (Woolf 2000: 191) The following sentences depict the
Oliver family in their home speaking about the pageant. The last sentences of the
novel show the young couple: “Isa let her sewing drop. The great hooded chairs
had become enormous. And Giles too. And Isa too against the window. The window was all sky without colour. The house had lost its shelter. It was night before
roads were made, or houses. It was the night that dwellers in caves had watched
from some high place among rocks. Then the curtain rose. They spoke.” (Woolf
2000: 197 – my emphasis).
Hans Belting in Das Ende der Kunstgeschichte characterizes a declining tradition with a very similar metaphor: „Damit ertönt im alten Stück das Pausenzeichen,
wenn nicht schon längst ein neues Stück spielt, das allerdings vom Publikum mit
einem alten Programmheft verfolgt – und folglich mißverstanden wird.“ (Belting
1994: 22) The audience in Between the Acts seems to misunderstand the world of
the 20th century because their views still belong within the horizons of the 19th
century. As has been shown, the novel can be read as a mise en scène of this very
transition, yet such a performance of changing paradigms represented in the text
seems to be repeated or rather duplicated by the text itself. Thus, the outermost
reality of the previously analysed ‘Feedback-Schleife’ exists in the world where
Virginia Woolf’s name plays a great role in literary history. In analysing Between
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the Acts J. Hillis Miller primarily argues that “[t]he novel tells a straightforwardly
mimetic story about a group of people in an English country house on the day
when a village pageant is given to benefit the local church. The reader comes to
have as much confidence in the accuracy of Woolf’s social notations as in those of
Austen or Eliot.” Moreover, it is “an admirable confirmation of the continuity of
technique and subject matter of the English novel from the eighteenth through the
twentieth centuries.” (Miller 1982: 208) Yet, by comparison he argues that:
In Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse movements toward dispersal are countered by affirmations ‘building up’. In Between the Acts the movements up and
down, building up and dispersing, are joined. Dispersal, the dispersal of the audience, Isa’s final no against yes, the withdrawal of the tide leaving the old boot on
the shingle, has the reader may feel, the final say, at least on this side of the silence
which lies beyond the text, in the next act of the play. (Miller 1982: 221)
The ending of Between the Acts belonged much more to the novel than to the
plot, in other words, it is not a thematic conclusion but a formal closing of the text.
From this point of view Woolf’s last novel seems to really stand out of the literary
tradition of the finale “Which Contains Birth, Marriages, and Deaths” as is promised in the last chapter heading of Vanity Fair.
One could hardly deny Woolf’s “faith in esthetic union” (Fleishman 1972: 252).
As Herbert Marder concludes, “Woolf’s aim is to arrange ‘scraps, sorts and fragments’ of the present age, including the clichés and commonplaces of daily life,
into a timeless work of art.” (Marder 1988: 434) Albeit, in Between the Acts the
gramophone announces after the scenes “Dispersed are we”, one could scarcely
compare either its world, or the language with the broken universe of the Beckettian oeuvre. In Waiting for Godot Vladimir and Estragon “are incapable of keeping
silent”, since they want to mute the dead voices that torment them. (Beckett 1965:
62) From that point of view Between the Acts might even appear to be a novel of
dead voices. Miss La Trobe uses the gramophone creatively by playing music,
songs, speech, and even noises on it. The role of this machine in the story is usually
explained as the symbolic presence of the dictators, Hitler and Mussolini, as in the
case of her essay, “Leaning Tower”. At the same time it was also one of Woolf’s
main sources of pleasure, particularly during the last period of her life: “With the
rise of the recording industry, the Woolfs listened more to music at home instead of
going to concerts. [...] Even during the air raids they used the gramophone in the
evenings” (Szegedy-Maszák 2012: 100, 101)
Yet, Virginia Woolf has also heard the LaTrobian gramophone of modernity. In
June 1923, she saw Façade, the public performance by Edith Sitwell during which
words and voices were played simultaneously with instrumental music. “The poems were recited through a ‘Sengerphone’ which protruded through the mouth of a
grotesque head in the centre of a drop-curtain painted by Frank Dobson.” At that
time Woolf’s opinion was the following: “I should be describing Edith Sitwell’s
poem, but I kept saying to myself ‘I don’t really understand... I don’t really ad-
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mire.’” [my emphasis] (Woolf 1978: 245–256). This note appears to be harshly
anachronistic with the viewpoint of her last novel unless one recognizes the circumstances which determined this oeuvre. Viktor Zmegač explains her “inbetween perspective” by relying on certain historical phenomena of modernity:
Virginia Woolf folgt der Postulat nicht der jüngsten, sondern der vorhergehenden Generation, der naturalistischen und impressionistischen, wenn sie
Kunst mit konkreter menschlicher Erfahrung koppelt, vor allem mit sensueller Erfahrung – und damit eine Einstellung vertritt, die den eigenwilligen,
konstruktivistischen Abstraktionsmaximen der meisten radikalen Ismen verspricht. (Zmegač 1990: 295)
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The Constructive Role of Voice and Sound in Lyric Poetry1
DANCSECS, ILDIKÓ
When considering the general features of the genre of lyrical poetry, the traditional
mode of investigation might, on the one hand, focus on the musical aspects of poetry, that is, the materiality of words in terms of their acoustic effects – as the etymology of the Greek word lyric indicates. In other words, this approach entails the
observation of poetic techniques in a given poem, based on the view that poetry is
an artistic practice that uses words to achieve certain sound effects that might be
treated as textual properties in written form. Another approach, on the other hand,
could concentrate on the specific features of poetic utterance and investigate the
problematic of the production of voice as a speaking subject to produce the text
itself, thus providing us with the opportunity to study poetry from the vantagepoint of rhetorics. These two fields of investigation have been extensively researched in the course of the 20th century, yet, both can be traced back to two dominant philosophical schools in the 19th century, both concerned with language.
Those inquiries that are more concerned with poetics, the special function of poetic
language, such as the ‘formalist’ theories of Tinyanov, Eichenbaum, and Jakobson,
are informed mainly by the Humboldtian understanding of language and its further
development by Alexandr Potebnya. In contrast, the rhetorical approach, which
applies the method of deconstruction to the rhetorics of tropes, proceeds from Nietzsche's well known philosophy of language in order to unravel the problem of any
attempt to arrive at a clear definition of the genre of poetry. Their differences
notwithstanding, the two approaches might be brought into closer proximity, in so
far as they both emphasize the inherently metaphorical and performative nature of
language, i.e. its creative aspect.
1. Voice and Sound in Poetry
During the 20th century, literary theories of lyrical poetry were mainly focusing on
the distinct mechanisms of poetic language as well as its tropological structure.
First and foremost, this meant the isolation of specific techniques that exclusively
characterize poetic utterance and distinguish it both from the functioning of spoken
vernacular, and the structure of the genre of prose. Sartre writes about the different
attitude of a prose-writer and a poet using words and language in the following
manner: „L’écrivain, au contraire, c’est aux significations qu’il a affaire. Encore
faut-il distinguer: l’empire des signes, c’est la prose; la poésie est du côté de la
peinture, de la sculpture, de la musique.” (Sartre 1948: 17–18). Apart from the
above observation that poetry is more akin to painting, sculpture, and music, it is
also clear that poetry uses the same words as prose or even everyday language
1

Translated by Miklós Mikecz.
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does, however, it employs them in a distinctly different manner. „Les poètes sont
les hommes qui refusent d’utiliser le langage” (Sartre 1948: 18). In Sartre's view
poets refuse to utilize words to be outside of language: „le poète est hors du langage” (Sartre 1948: 20). In more precise terms, and taking into consideration the
terminological use of the French word for language, poets do not treat language as
a system (le langue) but as an assembly of tools to create new worldviews. In this
respect, poetic language is able to accommodate techniques that are the best suited
to reveal the ‘non-sensual materiality of the signifier’ (Kulcsár-Szabó 2007: 10 –
translated by the translator). 'The poetic (literary) aspect of language is realized by
establishing a strict correspondence between the word and the thing it signifies (the
value of a poem lies in its indissoluble unity between sound and sense), which
makes one aware of the word as a sensual thing' – as Valery claims (Kulcsár-Szabó
2007: 14 – translated by the translator). Indeed, the sensuality of poetry prompts
one to approach it from the perspective of musicality, both in specialist approaches
and in general (everyday) thinking. It is evident that the specific sounds of words
contained in poems are necessarily identical with the sounds of those used in everyday language – however, their function is remarkably different. In all languages,
the differences in sound play a role to differentiate meaning, however, in poetry,
sounds can gain a strikingly contrastive function by the use of repetitions to produce isomorphic effects. Phonic repetitions encompass the whole of poetic diction
from the length of words (at the level of poetic feet), stress (at the level of meter) to
the co-occurrence of similar sounds (that is, rhymes). In this respect, one might
well argue that onomatopoeia is one of the more 'extreme' devices in contributing
to the intensification of the acoustic effects in a poem.
However, one has to draw a sharp line between the notions of sound/sounding
and (lyrical) voice in any attempt to define poetry. The above discussed correlations which link poetry and music can be traced back to the origin of the genre, to
the oral art-forms and the use of recitations in particular. These conventions still
seem to have a marked influence on the textual realization of modern poetry: a
specific arrangement of stanzas or lines and a given choice of a rhythm or rhyme as
sound-oriented principles of poetic compositions, all indicate the musical (acoustic)
characteristic of the genre, even today, when poetry is predominantly textual in
nature. Even the inquiries of poetic utterances that go beyond the definition of the
genre of poetry are based on the interpretation of the above discussed characteristics. However, in rhetorics, the term lyrical voice is not concerned with the musical
aspects at all, but only refers to the subject-matter of poetic utterances. In other
words, the term ‘voice’ in these theories of poetry does not imply the materiality of
the word conceived as sound – lyrical voice signifies the realm of linguistic subjectivity. Yet, through discussing these two approaches side by side, one could link
the problematic of the textual materialization of sound with the specific mechanisms that contribute to the constitution of voice as linguistic subjectivity. Arguably, the production of voice itself presupposes the production of lyrical poetry, by
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which the postulation of the self (as a linguistic subject) can be discussed in a primarily philosophical manner.
Nevertheless, it is important to emphasize that 20th century literary theory does
not break completely with sound-oriented approaches; far from it – it does continue
to stress the primary importance of sounds in poetry. Northrop Frye conceives of
the creative process of lyrical works as a process of associations, and those made
available by the creative use of words regarding their sounding properties is one
possible way.2 Nevertheless, semantic parallelisms, namely, associations as
thought-processes that are not necessarily affected by any aspect of sound deserve
equal attention. Paul Valery, in his study called Poetry and Abstract Thinking suggests that while in language, the relationship between elements in a given vocabulary are defined by semantic and phonetic fluctuations, in poetry, the presence of
harmony and musical phrases are intellectual and aesthetic requirements.
2. The Lyrical Voice – Apostrophe and Prosopopoeia
Various schools in 20th century literary theory (primarily those preoccupied with
rhetorics) conceive poetry as operating with various mechanisms of sounding,
identifying, and giving 'face' and voice. Paul De Man – among others – specifies
lyrical poetry as 'the instance of represented voice' so far as 'the principle of intelligibility' is given expression 'through the phenomenology of the lyrical voice' (de
Man 1984: 239–262). Following Paul de Man, Jonathan Culler claims that 'the
lyric is a fictional imitation of personal utterance, so that to interpret a sequence as
a lyric is a matter of working out who is speaking, in what situation, with what
concerns, in what tone – aiming ultimately to articulate the full complexity of the
speaker's attitudes, as revealed in the tones of the overheard utterance.' (Culler
1985: 99) Consequently, poetry figures as a distinct type of utterance. By employing Frye's category of the 'overheard utterance', the specificity of the utterance of
poetic language can be encapsulated in the so-called I-you relation. In every case,
the utterance of poetic language itself produces a dialogic situation with its 'members' that are going to partake in it. The ‘I’ that utters is best envisaged as a mask or
abstraction that had been non-existent up to the point of the production of its own
being in, and through, the act of the utterance due the performativity of language:
‘le sujet lyrique n’existe pas, il se crée – writes Paul Ricouer (Rabaté 1996: 63).
The act of forming this (artificial) relation focuses one's attention to language and
its creative, as well as obscuring, characteristics.
If one pursues this rhetorical/tropological approach, then one of the possible
starting points in grasping the main features of poetry might be provided by considering the figures of apostrophe (invocation) and prosopopoeia (giving face and
2
Associative rhetorical process, most of it below the threshold of consciousness, [is] a chaos of paronomasia, sound-links, ambiguous sense-links, and memory-links very like that of the dream. Out of
this the distinctively lyrical union of sound and sense emerges. (Frye 2000: 271–272)
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voice). According to Frye, 'the characteristic trope of lyric, apostrophe, with its
"O"- devoid of semantic reference, is the very figure of voice' (Culler 1985: 99).
On the other hand, prosopopoeia is 'the ruling trope of poetic discourse', the device
that gives face or voice to beings, for 'the lyric characteristically depends on these
figures of apos- trophe and prosopopoeia, which associate lyric with voice and, by
presuming and foregrounding I-you relations, generate anthropomorphis.' (Culler
1985: 100) Both figures produce something that is difficult to detect in poetic language: on the one hand, something that can be considered as a figure as well as a
condition of reading, on the other hand, a precondition for producing a lyrical
work. Both figures are already functioning as catechisms, through which the text
being read is taking shape and appears as the trope of being-addressed-to-someone.
According to Bettine Menke, the prosopopoeia is 'the figure of borrowing voice'
(Menke 2004: 87 – translated by the translator): 'the text cannot contain within
itself a ‘real’, materially audible voice, therefore it resorts to produce certain figurations that are capable to evoke an illusionary speech by the means of performing
various versions of a voice that is external and mutual in origin.' (Kulcsár-Szabó
2007: 52 – translated by the translator). This figuration is being responsible for
producing the well-know term of the lyrical 'I', a precondition both for the interpretive tradition of poetry and those mechanisms that are involved in maintaining the
interpretive tradition itself. In this double play, apostrophe produces the semblance
of a partner of a dialogue (the 'you' in the poem), whose reflection the product of
prosopopoeia (the ‘I’) is reliant upon, in order to assert itself in a convincing manner. Thus, a relation is established between the ‘I’ and the borrowed voice of the
poetic text.
Nevertheless, if one observes the distinct rhetorical mechanism of each figure, it
becomes clear that during the reading-process, both figures elude all attempts at
identifying meaning in a consistent fashion by a constantly operational back-andforth procedure. For instance, in her study on prosopopoeia, Bettine Menke points
out – not less than five times, yet putting it differently on every occasion – each
stage of how prosopopoeia has been created and the peculiar mode of its functioning. To sum it up somewhat briefly, such a process is initiated by prosopopoeia (1)
producing the subject of speech and (2) when the existence and mode of operation
of this subject of speech seems to be given in the poem, (3) prosopopoeia disfigures beyond recognition its own functioning as a rhetorical figure and covers up its
former lack of voice and face. Within this framework, the figure of apostrophe
operates similarly, and only differs in distinct strategy of acting as if it turned away
from an ‘actual listener’ to address a partner of dialogue that – in fact– did not exist
up to that particular point. When this form of address takes place, which also functions to produce a formerly non-existent entity, apostrophe is able to obscure the
artificiality of this relation. Through this operation, the particular textual mode of
discourse of the literary work is created, yet it is no longer constituted by relations
between elements taken from a given set of experiences of the surrounding world,
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but by generating a secondary referential structure that consists of possible (metaphorical) relations between words (see Ricoeur 2010). In the case of poetry, the
primary condition of constituting the textual mode of being is to create a voice and
then to integrate that voice into one part of a relation by producing a counterpart,
that is, a listener. However, the functioning of the apostrophe slightly differs from
the schema of prosopopoeia insomuch as the third and last stage enumerated above
is missing. Therefore, apostrophe does not obscure its operation as a rhetorical
figure; on the contrary, it often directs one’s attention to its functioning as a figure,
as in cases when ‘Ah’-s or ‘Oh’-s are being used at the beginning of lines. Prosopopoeia, in so far as it is only able to function as a rhetorical figure in obscuring its
figurative status, resembles another rhetorical figure, namely, irony, as both employ a similar mode of operation and highlight the inherently metaphorical nature
of language.
3. Irony and Prosopopoeia
The majority of specialist discourses – both in the field of philosophy and literary
theory – discusses irony in relation to texts of prose to analyze its functional characteristics. Therefore the question arises regarding the reason for discussing irony
in connection with lyrical poetry in our present circumstances. It has been stated
that one of the prominent features of the linguistic functioning of prosopopoeia was
its obscuring tendency. In simple terms, prosopopoeia – the rhetorical figure of
'borrowing face' on the linguistic level – resembles the functional structure of irony, in so far as it ‘obscures its own rhetorical functioning’, in other words, it disfigures its own figurative nature (Menke 2004: 104). In addition, prosopopoeia is
also the 'catachresis of face' that enables it to function as a fiction of a voice which
speaks – with its fictional voice – 'about things that it obscures, namely, about not
being present and lacking the face that it figures' (Menke 2004: 104). It is precisely
by being the catachresis of face that prosopopoeia can become anthropomorphized.
Therefore, what we are dealing with is an invisible, obscured, and mute deixis,
since it produces a formerly non-existent face with the aid of its fictional voice to
fill in a semantically empty instance of grammatical relation (you-I) that turns into
a metaphor in the poetic text, or more precisely, a metaphor of voice.
According to Friedrich Schlegel’s insights, irony has a double function: it might
appear as the self-parody of the notion of finiteness, since the idea of the Absolute
turns it into a mere triviality, yet irony might also function to ridicule the very idea
of Absolute that is a mere illusion and a necessary fiction of the sublime notion of
infiniteness. In this framework, this constant process of incessant revisions renders
irony to be perpetually unattainable (Schlegel 1980: 213–238). Adopting three
phases from the Fichtean dialectic, irony could also be conceived as being simultaneously self-creating, self-destructing, and self-defining (and therefore selflimiting). One can observe the same constellation in the case of prosopopoeia as
well, insomuch as it is partly self-creating – it produces a voice in which it exists
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and it legitimizes the speech; self-destructive – as soon as prosopopoeia seems to
be given, it initiates the process of its own obliteration and disfigures the thing it
had created; and lastly, self-defining – since it is speaking precisely about the thing
it had obscured and for which it is standing now as a figure. In fact, evoking the
Fichtean dialectic proves to be helpful in other ways as well, in order to understand
the functioning principles of prosopopoeia and to compare them with those of irony. According to Fichte, the self (‘I’) is a linguistic postulate, a verbal constitution
that is not necessarily linked to any kind of self that is rooted in experience or sensory perception, for it has more to do with uttering the self and in this act of utterance 'the self already postulates its own being' (de Man 1979a). Language has the
capacity to designate anything by means of catachresis. By postulating the self,
which had been a mere catachresis, it becomes a being that is known to us. In the
light of this, prosopopoeia could be understood in Schlegelian terms as an ironic
process inasmuch as it is regarded as the catachresis of face (linguistic substitution), that is, a metaphor of a grammatical instance, which is ‘semantically empty
as such’. Therefore, prosopopoeia implies a process of double transfer, as well as
that of having a mutually responsive feature: on the one hand, language in postulating the self ('I') by means of catachresis designates a formerly unknown entity. On
the other hand, however, the self ('I’) that has just been created obscures itself in
the process of writing, for the very reason of providing the possibility of its own
reproduction by the poetic text with the aid of prosopopoeia, just to obscure this
latter process as well, in order to enable the thing that has been represented through
this complex procedure to seem as if it had been given from the very beginning. In
sum, it is self-reflection itself that is being obscured in this entangled process, since
when prosopopoeia permanently obscures the voice it had created, it actually reveals the supposed lack of voice as well as the capacity of language to postulate the
always already given – self-present – 'I' (the self).
Paul De Man’s deconstructive theory based on Nietzschean philosophy (de Man
1996, 1979a) and understanding of language argues against the common conception that regards the guiding principles of Romanticist poetry to be those of metaphor and symbol, and provides an alternative theory of Romanticism where allegory and irony are the predominating literary figures. His study, The Concept of Irony
and his well known definition of irony – 'the permanent parabases of the allegory
of tropes' (de Man 1979a: 301) – are indispensable for the present analysis. De
Man, namely, tackles the problem of defining irony from the vantage point of literary tropes, which fits precisely into our attempt to gain a better understanding of it
alongside the distinct functioning of prosopopoeia. Irony "seems to encompass all
tropes, on the one hand, but it is, on the other hand, very difficult to define it as a
trope." (de Man 1979a: 164). According to Northrop Frye’s reasoning, irony is best
defined as a figure whose quintessence is the act of deviation from the literal or
direct meaning of an utterance. This 'turning away' or 'deviation' of meaning from
literal to figurative is the feature that all tropes share. Consequently, irony could
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easily be regarded as a metatrope, as it incorporates every other trope. At the same
time, it is a figure which cannot be grasped as a trope since it signifies something
more radical than deviation – irony negates. In fact, the more irony seems to resist
the category of tropes, the more it incorporates all other tropes. Paul De Man says
something similar about prosopopoeia when he discusses it as a figure which 'gives
face': prosopopoeia could easily become the figure of all figurative reading, but by
obscuring its rhetorical functioning it casts doubt on its own status as figure, which
means that prosopopeia, at the same time, is also a 'defacement' itself (de Man
1979b) Arguably, both figures signify a contradictory movement of simultaneously
turning to, and turning away from, the reader/listener. Yet, if one regards irony as a
metatrope while prosopopoeia is a figure of all figurative reading, how should one
differentiate between the two, or, more radically, is it even possible to tell them
apart? Could prosopopoeia be considered as an 'ironic figure' of lyrical poetry according to the framework discussed above? Paul De Man states that to understand
the process of irony that would lead one to establish a final and permanently stable
meaning is an impossibility, since irony is endlessly evading the act of stabilizing
meaning (de Man 1979a: 153). The self as a linguistic postulate can only achieve
its stable definition in the system of synthetic and analytic judgments, that is, on
the level of continuous statements and propositions in which the self has to be subjected to an incessant process of assimilation to other elements in order to gain its
self-identity. Paul De Man explains this 'circulation of properties' through transposing it into another system, namely into the system of metaphors and tropes. 'This
very movement which is being described here is the circulation of properties, the
circulation of tropes, within a system of knowledge. This is the epistemology of
tropes.' (de Man 1979a: 174). The system generated by the linguistic postulation of
the self is in fact a theoretical system of metaphors, as well as that of tropes, since
the circulation of a given property that has been fixed in the act of judgment is
structured just like a metaphor or a trope, or in other words, it based on a system of
exchanges and substitutions.3 In addition, these systems can be characterized as
performative in nature because they are initiated with an act of postulation that is
followed by catachresis to form a system of tropes and/or metaphors. Accordingly,
these processes are instances of allegories, in fact, they are narratives of the various
interactions between a trope and a performative (postulate).4
The identification of the self that is constituted in the act of utterance is subject
to a continuously postponement and for this reason – similarly to most of the lin3

'It's structured like a synecdoche, a relationship between part and whole, or structured like a metaphor, a substitution on the basis of resemblance and of differentiation between two entities.' (de Man
1979a: 176)
4
'And it sets this up as a narrative line: the story of the comparison and the distinction, the story of
the exchange of the properties, the turn where the relation is to the self, and then the project of the
infinite self. This all makes a coherent narrative, one in which there are radically negative moments.'
(de Man 1979a: 176)
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guistic formulas in De Man’s discourse – it is rendered elusive, ungraspable, always keeping the possibility of stable formation at bay. Yet, for Schlegel, irony is
not merely a parabasis, but a 'permanent parabasis' emerging unremittingly at all
places in the text, and as a consequence of this, it is possible to interrupt the narrative practically everywhere in the text. What follows from this argument is that the
aim of irony is precisely the interruption of the narrative structure that evolves
from the functioning of the tropological system. This is precisely with which De
Man supplements Schlegel’s theory that was developed with the employment of
the Fichtean dialectic; De Man applies this supplemented theory to the distinct
tropological system of language and poetry. In sum, irony disrupts the narrative
unity of the allegorical procedure of reading and postpones indefinitely the identification of meaning.
So, in what aspect does the functional mode of the figure of prosopopoeia – that
seems to define poetry and serves the basis for all figurative reading – resemble or
differ from the functional mode of the metatrope (irony) that had been signified as
'the epistemology of tropes'? It might be said that Paul De Man applies the distinct
concept of irony – elaborated in the Romantic Age – to his kind of tropological
system accordingly to the Schlegelian definition of irony (permanent parabasis)
that was based on the structure of the performative act of the Fichtean narrative
dialectic (the linguistic postulation of the subject). The theoretical undertaking is
further developed by the utilization of the other aspect of the Fichtean dialectic that
elaborates the function of catachresis in language. De Man's tropological system is
the result of the interaction between these two decisive steps enumerated above. In
principle, this system would remain within the boundaries of literary works, yet,
due to the presence of (the concept of) irony, the Fichtean narrative dialectic ceases
to be operational. Within this framework, prosopopoeia that is the 'catachresis of
face' designates the figure of reading through metaphorization and antropomorphization of the voice, by giving a voice in order to create a ‘fictio personae’, that
is, the linguistic subject of utterance, or the lyrical voice with which the text being
read is able to take shape.
The problematic nature of producing a lyrical voice is closely related to the
conception of producing the self that the present paper has discussed in connection
with the Fichtean dialectic. Linguistic abstraction – deixis – signifies something
that had not existed until it is produced by the act of inaugurating a linguistic unit
through catachresis. The product of this creative process, the self, receives content
according to what the text can provide as content – the self is only intelligible during the process of reading by retrospective interpretation. Prosopopoeia exploits
precisely this retrospective process to appear as an already given from the very
beginning when it receives content only in the process of reading, and at the same
time, it de-automatizes understanding at every point of the text. Prosopopoiea produces the fake realism of the figure of the face simultaneously with obscuring the
fact of its particular mode of functioning as a rhetorical figure, therefore it post-
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pones permanently the definitive identification of the self. The real irony of prosopopoeia lies in the fact that 'as a figure, it is mute, silent, and lacks a voice' (Menke
2004: 118 – translated by the translator), while it is the one which produces the
condition that authorizes speech, and thus it produces the voice, the fundamental
category of a given lyrical work.
Similarly to Paul De Man, who, at the beginning of his study refrains from
providing an all encompassing, ‘working’ definition of irony – although he does
make an attempt at it at the end of his study – I do not attempt to a provide a new
definition relating to the functioning of prosopopoeia. However, if one continues to
treat irony as a metatrope – that resists definition as a trope, although, at the same
time it seems to encompass every other trope –, one might raise the question (following the path opened up by De Man’s Schlegelian definition) whether one is
better off treating prosopopoeia as the permanent parabases of the allegory of reading lyrical poetry, or it is more preferable to consider prosopopoeia as the ironic
figure of reading lyrical poetry? Or should we rule out this line of speculation altogether, and should we stick to the already quoted definition of De Man, namely,
that prosopopoeia is 'the figure of all figurative reading'?
All of this directs one’s attention to the distinct functioning of language and
especially to the fundamental assumptions of rhetorical/tropological theories of the
20th century, as all of them is greatly indebted to the philosophy of language put
forward by Nietzsche. In his study, entitled On Truth and Lies in a Non-Moral
Sense (Nietzsche 3), he points out precisely the same problem of language in relation with rhetorical figures as the one mentioned in the present paper. According to
Nietzsche, language obscures its tropological aspects similarly to irony or prosopopoeia. Even everyday language appears to function according to these rhetorical
strategies. More than that, the most distinctive feature of the functioning of these
rhetorical figures, the strategy of ‘obscuring’ is one of the most profound and peculiar features of language itself. In this respect, poetry functions by exploiting and
highlighting this peculiarity pertaining to language to produce its similarly peculiar
linguistic conditions. The language of poetry – constituted by metaphors and antropomorphizing devices – does not create a structure of concepts to highlight a set of
characteristics of a given thing in an arbitrary fashion but attempts to point out the
inherent, non-arbitrary essence of that given thing, that, nevertheless, remains an
'indefinable x.' This is achieved by utilizing words being used in everyday life and
placing them into a new context that takes place in a fictitious dialogical situation.
Even though the production of a voice and a 'partner' as well as their particular
mechanisms might be held responsible for producing the overall tone of a lyrical
work, they prove to be insufficient to serve as a basis for defining the idiosyncrasies of the linguistic innovation that takes place in a poem. If they prove to be insufficient it is because they miss quite a relevant dimension of poetic language that
constitutes its idiosyncratic system.
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4. Poetic Language and Sound
If we continue to observe the particular functioning of the textuality of the poetic
language that goes beyond the general understanding of the genre of poetry, we
might be able to see the particular way each significant figure interweaves the procedure of breaking down words to their components with the act of highlighting the
sound(ing)s of those words. By these means, one can argue for the presence of a
dynamic yet repetitious process of semantic redoubling in the poetic language that
thrives to generate new and innovative meanings by exploiting the dominancy of
sound(ing)s and by juxtaposing different forms of words. Apart from the characteristic rhetorical figures discussed above ('poetic voice', utterance/voicing), poetic
language has other means to highlight the other characteristic feature of the genre,
its aspect of sound, that is, the sounding materiality of the word. However, it is
important to emphasize that sound is not the only ('musical') aspect of poetic language that determines its idiosyncrasy and could serve to set apart its linguistic
structure from that of everyday language and of works of prose. According to Tinyanov: 'on the one hand, the acoustic approach is unable to claim an exhaustive
analysis of all aspects of artistic practice, on the other, it provides way more than it
is required [...] certain facts of poetry cannot be explained solely by the phenomena
of acoustic features, in fact, they often prove to be incompatible with it.' (Tinyanov
1981: 150 – translated by the translator) These views notwithstanding, let us proceed to provide a brief summary of the acoustic approach to poetry.
The most basic constructive element within this framework is certainly rhythm
that can be characterized either as a device that perpetually dynamizes the linguistic material or as a mean to continuously disrupt the automatic tendency of language. In the case of poetry, the textual sign of rhythm is the line. The typical
structural makeup of the poem is determined by rhythm – either regressively (within the line) or progressively (between the lines) – that organizes the individual units
such as meter, line, and stanza accordingly to the principle of unification – broadly
speaking, poems adhere to these organizing principles to achieve the so-called 'deformative effect' generally attributed to poetry (Tinyanov 1981: 149 – translated by
the translator). Rhythm can be identified by the investigation of the complex interaction between certain elements in which the line, the graphic form of the poetic
unit, acts as the sign of the rhythm and dynamics of the meter. Line, as the most
striking ordering principle of poetic utterance, is structured by the means of rhythmical and metrical arrangements. Furthermore, the structure of lines is organized
by the principle of equivalence, that is, linguistic repetition in order to realize semantic innovation that directs one’s attention to the self-reflexivity of poetic language. However, the rhythm in itself is not sufficient to define the constructive
principle of poems, as rhythmical prose could also bear these characteristics. The
most significant aspect in this respect could be explained by identifying instances
of the phenomenon in which one procedure becomes subordinated to another one
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to realize the de-formative effect that is only partly produced by 'the principle of
rhythm being applied for the simultaneous unification of linguistic units in the
poem' (Tinyanov 1981: 171 – translated by the translator), while this principle of
rhythm is applied in an inverse fashion in prose. The structure of a given line is
able to subordinate even those meanings that were generated by sound alone and,
in this way, the grammar is subordinated to the poetics of equivalence. Another
device to achieve this effect is the ordering principle of the rhyme, namely, the
practice of arranging certain words appearing – in most cases – at the end of a line
in order to form patterns for combining different semantic contents to achieve innovative semantic effects. To this end, poetic language has the capacity to do away
with even the syntactic structure. According to Tinyanov, the term equivalent of
the meter – in which the principle of unification pertaining to one particular line is
subordinated to that of another line – signifies a progressive process. In this theoretical framework, the equivalent of the rhyme is a regressive process in so far as
the positioning of a word to the end of a line subordinates that to a previous lineending word in order to form a poetic unit within the poem. The poetics of equivalence shapes the linguistic material and dynamizes the poetic form by means of
structured repetitions.
As the present essay is concerned with the investigation of these types of poetic
procedures in János Arany’s5 and Edgar Allan Poe’s poetry, the discussion of the
two poets' own theoretical ruminations on the theme of poetic diction is especially
of great importance. Even further, Arany's and Poes's respective theories share
many characteristics and they even show some overlaps with the theories already
discussed. Arany considers poetry as a kind of writing that is able to ‘shuffle off all
that is redundant’: the primary organizing principle in forming the peculiar structure of poetic language is the so-called ‘thought rhythm’.6 Rhythm is realized in
chains of words – even in those circumventing syntactic order – to form a given
5
János Arany (1817–1882) was a Hungarian poet, also the director and secretary general of the Hungarian Academy. He is a considered to be one of the most significant figures in Hungarian literature.
His lyrical oeuvre is widely regarded to be indispensable in approaching Hungarian romanticism or
the development of early modern Hungarian poetry. Furthermore, his influence on modern and even
contemporary Hungarian literature is also prominent. His most well-known works are his narrative
poems (The Toldi trilogy, Bolond Istók) and his ballads. Arany was truly a master of his own craft,
molding the Hungarian language with deliberate virtuosity. His translations of the great classics such
as Shakespeare's Hamlet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, King John, or the works of Goethe, Byron,
and Burns etc. are the treasures of Hungarian drama and poetry.
6
„It [poetic language] does not weave thoughts into each other as the language of prose does, but it
puts them after one another as if they happened to form a group by the law of adhesion, and it forces
them not to overstep the boundaries of a certain sparingly allotted space, saturating that space concurrently without any unnecessary filler. Thus, the language of prose is exchanged for rhythm that is
internal and external at the same time: it regulates, metes and divides thought into parallel segments
in a way that resembles the external form of speech. Then it brings these two into the tightest accord,
nearly identifying them.” (Arany 1968: 148–149 – translated by the translator)
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line. In this respect, the line is not necessarily structured according to grammatical
rules; the lines are cut 'by caesura into segments, or beats (tactus), if you will, as
units of division'. The process of division is external in nature, in so far as words
have to end at specific points. Yet, this type of external division necessitates the
correspondence with an internal unit which 'takes place in thought' (Arany 1968:
154 – translated by the translator). Certainly, the subordination or even the elimination of grammatical order is not a requirement; a poem might be composed in
which the principle of (rhythmical) equivalence is realized according to the repetitions of certain ordered grammatical structures.7 However, if the ordered repetition
of certain grammatical structures proves to be the dominant principle in structuring
the rhythm, they lose the function they used to have in everyday language – these
grammatical structures receive a poetic function and direct one’s attention to their
own structure as having an autonomous meaning (Jakobson 1985: 34–107). If the
mechanisms involved in the construction of poetic language are to be illuminated
in Poe’s poetry, his essay, The Philosophy of Composition certainly deserves special attention, regardless of the much-debated issue of whether it is an authentic
portrayal of Poe's own method, or the problem that there are no clear relations between the principles contained in the essay and the poet's actual practices of poetic
composition. Arguably, Poe ascribed – at least in principle – an immense importance to meter, the structure of stanzas, and the employment of wide-ranging
sound-patterns such as internal and external rhyme, paronomasia, refrain and so on.
The essay regards the usage of conventional poetic devices as a means of inventing
new types of interactions between them, which contributes to shaping a more dynamic poetic form. In connection with The Raven, Poe discusses his technique of
operating with the recursive effect of the sounding of the last word in each stanza
to configure the semantics of the previous lines – this strategy grants a dominant
status to the figures of sound and rhythm that governs the entire work, including its
semantic properties. All refrains end with the word 'more' (changed to 'nevermore'
in the second section of the poem) therefore this constant echoing encloses the
poem to function as a measure to all the other words whose meaning is greatly
influenced by nevermore’s repetitiousness. However, the opposite holds as well,
since the semantics of the one-word refrain with a fixed sounding is reconfigured
by all the other words to receive an ever-changing shade of meaning.8
Both Poe and Arany discuss the importance of the line and its potentialities to
affect and regulate the various levels of the overall structure of the forthcoming
stanzas. Indeed, choosing a word to be placed into a line-ending, i.e., into a rhyming position plays crucial importance since it decides at which point the sentence is
7
We can see this materialization of the thought-rhythm in Hebrew as in the Psalms, but also in certain
pieces of Finnish folk poetry.
8
'I determined to produce continuously novel effects, by the variation of the application of the refrain- the refrain itself remaining for the most part, unvaried.' (Poe)
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going to be disrupted – the semantics of that particular word establishes the distinct
relationship with all the other line-endings. In contrast, the sentence regulated by
rhythm must be so composed that its internal and external arrangement may take
place simultaneously. This specific meeting of thought and word is best realized
around a ‘plexus of stressed sounds’, as Arany puts it (Arany 1968: 159 – translated by the translator).
Thus, one has to deal with at least two types of meaning-constitutive processes.
The rhetorics of the lyrical mode of utterance may produce the distinct tropology of
the voice – this particular mode of utterance leads to specifically lyrical constitutions of meaning. The poetics of (poetic) diction stresses the principle of sound as a
mode of construction to alter linguistic meaning – the text, due to its organizing
principle of rhythm, operates with a specific mode of semantic structuring. These
two modes of meaning-constituting processes determine, in a simultaneous fashion,
the distinctive textual disposition of lyrical poetry.
5. Voice and Sound in – Naturam furca expellas..., The Bells
The second part of the essay will examine and compare a poem from Poe and
Arany, respectively, to see how their principles of the creative process represented
above can be made apparent in their practice and how the theoretical/critical approaches and concepts discussed in the first part of the paper can be put into use in
actual works of poetry. To start with János Arany, his poem Naturam Furca Expellas... is a short piece that offers a genuine variation on the increasingly popular and
widely used theme of the lyrical voice evoking a childhood memory. Its unique
quality lies in the particular way of describing a past event that turns into the description of the present time of the utterance itself. Since in his manuscript, Arany
included a little drawing about the pumpkin bell just above the poem, many commentators were quick to put down the poem as inspired by an actual childhood
memory with such vividness of personal connotations that could exert its influence
on Arany’s poetic practice even in 1877, when the poem was written. However, a
formal and semantic interpretation of the poem might be instrumental in providing
an alternative to those interpretations that explicate the poem by utilizing Arany's
biographical details – in other words, by approaching the poem from the perspective of literary theory the analysis will attempt to illuminate the possibility of more
intricate layers.
„A természet, ámbár időre, órára,
Elkergettetik, megtér nemsokára”
(Horatius: Epistolae I. X. 24.)

"Drive Nature forth by force,
She'll turn and rout"
(Horatius: Epistle I. X. 24)

Gyermekkoromban felköték
A színben egy nagy tökharangot,
Amely ugyan nem ada hangot,

In my childhood I tied it up
In the barn a big pumpkin bell,
Although it did not make a sound,
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De máskép vígan működék;
Megvolt a súlya, lódulása,
Kötelét hogy jól visszarántsa
S vele a kis harangozót; Szóval: csinált kommóciót.

But otherwise it worked quite well/"merrily";
It had its weight, its sway,
To jerk back well its rope
And with it the little ringer; 10
So/'With word' : it made commotion.

„No, mondám, majd ha nagy leszek,
Valódi harangot veszek
És azt egész nap kongatom
Saját kényemre, szabadon.”
Így kongatom most untalan
E verseket – bár hangtalan.

"Well, I say when I will 'be big'/be a grown up,
I'll buy a real bell
And I'll toll it all day
To my own liking, freely."
12
Thus I'm tolling persistently/without boredom
13
These poems – although soundlessly/voicelessly

11

The unusual structure of the poem – three succeeding stanzas, the first one has
eight line, the second one four-lines, while the third stanza consists of only two
lines – directs one’s attention away from its content to its form in the interpretive
process. Curiously enough, the number of lines (14) calls to mind the sonnet-form.
The fragmentation of the traditional sonnet-form could indicate the gesture on behalf of the poem to return to the conventional form, yet, it could also be interpreted
as an intention to surpass conventionalities. The formal structure of the poem suspends and puts into question those presuppositions, those assumptions that might
be generated in the reader by formal elements, and therefore would be instrumental
in controlling the reading process: at a first glance, the sonnet-form seems to be in
disguise, which diverts one's attention away from both the fixed structural from of
the poem and the sounding properties of the sonnet being traditionally conceived as
a song. If one considers this particular poetic procedure within the theoretical
framework discussed in the first part of the essay, it could well be argued that Naturam furca expellas... tricks the reader even before a thematic reading of the poem
9

The Hungarian word 'vígan' means merrily or happily but it is also used to indicate that something is
working properly or well.
10
Arany puns with the word 'szóval' – this proves to be untranslatable. Primarily, 'szóval' is used
figuratively as a sentence connector and corresponds to those of English such as so, therefore, hence,
thus, etc. Yet, the literal meaning of the expression is "with word" as szó means ‘word’ and the suffix
-val functions quite similarly to the English preposition with (as an adjunct to a noun). In sum, the line
'Szóval: csináltam commotiót' has a double meaning in the present context: it could be translated as
'So, I made commotion' (the use of the colon indicates that this is the primary meaning), however, as
the author of the present paper will argue, it might also mean 'I made commotion with word'.
11
The literal translation 'ha nagy leszek' is 'if I will be big', which is a common expression used primarily by children and corresponds to the English sentence of 'If I will be a grown up', that is, an adult.
12
It is difficult to translate the Hungarian word untalan for it both suggests a state that lacks boredom
and an activity that is performed repetitiously. Most probably, the English word 'persistently' comes
closest to the Hungarian meaning insomuch as it signifies an activity that is performed persistently
and although it might seem to be monotonous, repetitious and therefore boring to outside observers,
the person who is performing the activity finds pleasure in it for any number of reasons.
13
In Hungarian, the word hang means both sound and voice.
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could take place; it disrupts the discursive process even before it could begin;
therefore it de-automatizes the act of interpretation. Considering the poem from
another angle, one could also state that in employing the first-person singular –not
to mention the presence of the already mentioned drawing that plays upon the possibility of autobiographical reading – the poem keeps the reader in suspense regarding the identification of the subject-position of the utterance within the text. Furthermore, in displaying various temporal dimensions in a juxtaposed manner, the
speaker multiplies the already problematic nature of attempting to pinpoint the
identity of the lyrical voice. The image of the pumpkin bell is not being constituted
as the addressee but as the object of the narration, a subject in third-person singular
being capable of acting as ‘a person’. In Poe’s poem14, the bell appears in a similar
fashion, namely, it is designated as an active agent with a voice and/or a sound
capable to signify various socio-cultural events, yet, the poem does not take on a
narrative attitude. One is faced instead with a speaker that evokes the sound of the
bell to create a linguistic space in order to position the addressee within its confines
by the imperative Hear that starts each stanza. This mediating device produces the
(sensory) impression of a shared context, which is produced by evoking the sound
of the bell. Therefore, it might be argued that in utilizing the device of the apostrophe, the poem designates a partner in a dialogue who, nevertheless, proves to be
incapable of responding. Therefore, the apostrophe establishes the artificial you-me
situation, the form of ‘overhearing of a monologue speech’ (de Man 1984: 239–
262). In this respect, it must be stressed again that a conversation created by deixis
directs one’s attention to medium of the voice and/or sound, from the impression of
a written text to the sounding one.
Concerning the function of the particular form of Arany’s poem, it is important
to stress his idea of thought-rhythm, in which thought is born from rhythm. This
would certainly mean that choosing a particular rhythm, as well as a particular
poetic form, precede the production of the lyrical voice. According to this viewpoint, the choice of the sonnet-form in itself can be regarded as an instance of
prosopopoeia, as well as an apostrophe insofar as it is determined by the characteristic rhythm. The verse-structure produces an instance of giving face – a face
through and by which, for instance, Petrarch achieves poetic expression.15 Poe also
14

Due to its length, Poe's poem is listed in the appendix.
If one considers the two most influential sonnet-forms in Europe (the Petrarchan and the Shakespearean forms) and compares their characteristics with those found in Arany’s poem, one can observe that the
iambic metrical line and the length of 14 lines which are typical for both sonnet-forms are also markedly
present in the poem of Arany. Naturam consists of 14 lines, however, instead of the pattern of ten and
eleven syllables, the lines only contain nine or eight syllables – certainly, such phenomenon is probably
more congruent with the Hungarian lyrical traditions, with its incomplete tetrameter (felező nyolcas).
The rhyme scheme starts with the quatrain (abba) that is typical for Petrarchan sonnet-form, but then
from the second quatrain of the first stanza, this rhyme pattern gradually dissolves as it is gradually
replaced by the rhyme pattern 'ccdd'. Furthermore, the last two lines that form a separate unit in Arany's
15
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designates the first stage of creating a poem with defining its particular form. With
respect to The Raven, Poe maximizes its length in one hundred lines, yet he exceeds it with eleven lines. As far as the length of lines is concerned, their variation
seems to be unmotivated, yet one is able to observe a certain regularity between the
stanzas that display a type of framed structure. Accordingly, the number of syllables in the first three lines of each stanza are seven, three, and fourteen, respectively, and can be connected both on the semantic and the syntagmatic levels, while the
number of syllables in the last three lines of each verse are conforming to a pattern
of six-three-eleven, and mainly consists of the accumulation of the phonetic makeup of the word bells. In both of these sections an apparent correspondence is established between the regulation of feet or length of syllables, and the semantic field
of the entire poem. This is achieved by reconciling the alternating number of syllables within the lines with the seemingly arbitrary alteration of the rhyme scheme.
In Arany’s poem, the lines with eight syllables only rhyme with eight-syllable lines
and likewise the calling-rhyme of nine-syllable line is answered by the echo-rhyme
of another nine-syllable line, underlining their semantic interconnectedness. In
Poe's poem, the characteristic frame-structure is reflected in the rhyme scheme and
indicates the perceivable integrity of the entire poem. The rhyme scheme (aaa) that
opens and closes all stanzas keeps returning in a highly rhythmical fashion. Moreover, almost all words that share similar sounding properties in particular lines
appear in rhyme with lines that contain the same number of syllables. In this manner, the distinct sounding of the word bell is brought into relation with such words
as foretells, tells, yells, wells, impels, or knells. The thematization of the specificity
of the poetic utterances in foregrounding the constructive role of rhythm is the
theme of the poem – in the first stanza, the sentence 'Keeping time, time, time,/ In a
sort of Runic rhyme' makes its first appearance and keeps returning until it finally
closes the poem’s last stanza.
Approaching the word commotion from various angles might provide an excellent starting point in analyzing Arany's poem since this linguistic form stands out
almost obtrusively from the general stylistic structure of the poem – although one
might add, that Arany himself emphasizes its marked feature.16 The philologically
verifiable statement, namely, that the occasion of writing this particular cycle was
motivated by the distinct desire for psychical exercise, indicates that the childhood
memory is less determining for the semantic content of the poem and the act of
thematizing the desire to compel others to exercise their mental skills as a motiva-

poem reminds one of the closing couplet of the Shakespearean sonnet and this suspicion is further reinforced by the emergence of the rhyme pattern 'gg' in the last two lines.
16
' Upon my office leave, it appeared to me that in order to shorten the time spent with boredom concomitantly with alleviating my disheartening worries that had resulted from my current condition, I
could put my ideas into verse to gain myself a little bit of intellectual commotion.” (To Gyulai, 22.
october. 1877) (Arany 1951: 528)
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tion considerably dominates the theme. To support this line of argument, one has to
take into consideration that the pumpkin bell that was tied up to the tree (in childhood) has the peculiar characteristic of only emulating the movement of a bell,
while it is unable to produce the effect of the rest of the features pertaining to a
‘real’ bell, namely, its main function, the capacity to make a distinct sound. Therefore, evoking the lyrical speaker's past functions to create a basic situation in which
a desire to initiate a particular movement through inserting the image of the bell
with its to-and-fro movement corresponds to the function of the beginning of the
poem: to set the poem itself into motion (commotion?). The iambic pulse being one
of the most remarkable features of the poem also depicts the sweeping motion
made by the bell. The quote from Horatius that stands as the title of the poem in
evoking the cyclicality of nature links the figure of the everlasting, forever returning circular movement with the thematic structure of the poem. In the case of Poe,
the sounding form of foretells connects the problematic of temporality with its
sounding property that strongly suggests the sound of the gliding of the sleigh – the
constant motion and the fleeting, ephemeral quality of the sound. The presence of
sound is extended by the repetition to gain constancy, as well as melody, which is
constituted by the sequence of sounds. This specific aspect of sound is drawn into
parallel with the gliding of the sleigh, which produces the sound of the bell when it
is set into motion. Thus, in this case as well, the act of setting something into motion (which corresponds to the setting into motion of the poem) and the mentioning
of a particular sound occur simultaneously. The cultural events underlining the
circular nature of life gain their meaning through the analogy of the movement of
the bell, namely, the movement that always follows the same path back and forth.
The thematization of the sound that comes into existence through movement
foregrounds the sounding features of the poem in producing its structure. The expression: 'So, it made commotion' can be conceived as summing up the first stanza,
but it also opens up a new semantic field that has been already constituting elements of the structure of the poem so far, yet, in disguise, similarly to its sonnetform. The remarkably subtle positioning of the expression in other words, which
has a highly prominent status in the make-up of the first stanza, lays extra stress on
words, also in a semantic sense. The heuristic effect of this particular expression
underlines what the bell does not have, it calls attention to that ‘defining characteristic’ of bells which the pumpkin in fact lacks: ‘it did not make a sound’. The last
line states that the bell did commotion not by the use of the rope but with the use of
word(s); therefore it makes the sounding present as well. The rhetorical figure of
giving voice contributes to the constitution of the text that starts with thematizing
the problem of lacking a sound. In line with the discussion of the various attempts
at defining the genre of lyrical poetry, the distinction has been made between voice
(the existence of the lyrical 'I') and sound(ing) (the emphasis being laid here on the
sounding materiality of the word); in Arany's poem, these two aspects occur simultaneously. The account of the inherent desire to make a sound becomes realized
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through a speaker, whose utterance of sounds thematizes the lack of having a
voice. This theme of lacking a voice already obscures – disfigures – the presence of
voice. The figure of prosopopoeia obscures its own figurative nature, its existence
as a rhetorical figure, then, through the theme of the poem, it makes one forget the
presence of the sound it had created. The theme of the poem, the bell that does not
make a sound, at the same time, receives the properties of sound in the poem;
sound comes into being within the poem (the human voice ‘speaking the poem’).
The Hungarian word for bell, harang, contains in itself the word hang, which
means both ‘sound’ and ‘voice’ in Hungarian, depending on the context. The word
harang and hang rhyme, therefore they become semantically related by this specific poetic procedure of poetic diction. Thematically, commotion, that is, attaining
movement is realized by tying up the pumpkin bell which, on the linguistic level, is
connected back to the act that exists because of the word, and therefore becomes
the act of tying the sound itself. In the second stanza, the first person singular
speaker appears to be duplicated, which is underlined even more by the use of the
quotation marks. The word szóval, which concluded the last stanza becomes
mondám, which is today an archaic form of the verb mond (‘say’). Utilizing Austin's terminology, in stating that 'I say', its constative becomes performativized
(Austin 1962). In this stanza, another word becomes connected to the harang-hang
couple, which signifies action, while its sound strongly resembles the word
kongatás. Kongatás as an onomatopoeic word simultanously expresses explicitly
the act of making sound and not making movement. The story of the bell and the
child is paralleled on the level of the narrative, while after the appearance of the
verb signifying the act of making sound, the last declaration of the poem is the
culmination of the constant postponement of meaning of the poem. The irony of
the statement in the classical sense is that while the poem speaks about the impossibility of the act of making the sound, the entirety of the poem is about the theme
of making a sound. The iambic pulse that dominates the lines and the sound of ng
in such words as hang, harang, kongatás become metaphors of the sound of the
poem Yet one may find other instances as well. The sounds of nb, nd, nt, ng, mb,
md, mg, mt, mm, from the very first word of the poem (gyermekkoromban) to the
last one, hangtalan, are dominating instances through the entire sounding structure
of the poem. Therefore, there is a paradox, for the word hangtalan is already a
sounding entity, even more if it appears as embedded in the text of the poem,
whose whole theme is making sound.
Arany’s poem thematizes further the problematic nature of evoking voice by the
demonstrated presence of intertextuality through the Horatius-quote which provides
the title. The tile, interestingly, infuses this problematic into the interpretive process
by invoking the lyrical voice – the textuality – of the Other. The reference to other
texts widens the semantic horizon of the motifs that are used in the poem; in the
case of Naturam, that of the pumpkin bell. Similarly, The Raven displays the simultaneous appearance of different cultural aspects of the bell. If one considers Arany’s
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other poems, too, the attempt of linking Naturam and The Raven does not prove to
be based on an arbitrary choice. The beginning of one of his poems, On the Slope
unequivocally evokes The Raven: 'The Evening flies. Its raven-wings/ shakes and
jars my windowpanes. /My soul's shade falls, bit by bit/ wandering in the past remains.' (translated by the translator) The specificity of the poetic language receiving
its definition from the principle of equivalence is accentuated in both poems. The
repetition of the sound of the bell appears to be related to the entirety of the texts to
generate a new semantic content and to create the semblance of unity.
The word bells is repeated fifty-seven times altogether in The Raven and one can
easily find such verses which are constituted by sounding sequences that are similar
to this word. Moreover, the word bells also frames certain stanzas by opening their
first line and closing their concluding one. However, from its rhyming position in
the first line to that of the closing one, the sounding of bells calls forth other similarly sounding patterns and establishes a connection between their semantics. We have
already indicated the specific relation between time and rhyme in poetic language
which proves to be an important aspect in The Raven. The rhyme – bells in this case
– accounts for the recurrence in the recursively formative process of apprehending
the poem. The thematic separation of the stanzas also induces a change in the patterns of sounds. Although, the sound of the bell itself does not change; yet, since its
context is constantly and incessantly reformulated by similarly sounding words, it
does go through a semantic change. This phenomenon makes itself manifest in the
'explicating' segments that make up every second line. These explications make it
clear what kind of bells these are, and they not only determine the semantic field but
they also contribute to the dominant sounding patterns of the stanzas. The festive
context of the first stanza contains sound patterns that reminds one of playfulness,
indicated by the word silver bells both through its connotations and stressing the
sounding feature of the letter l — the accumulation of the sound patterns of nkle,
gling, klink in the words oversprinkle, tinkle, twinkle, jingling, tinklin indicates this
method. The second stanza keeps the connotations of festivity but reduces them
accordingly to the theme of the wedding. The repetition of golden bells and ring
(the latter as a verb) stresses once again sounding patterns dominated by the sounds
of the letters l and n (harmony, foretells, molten-golden, floats, gloats, swinging,
ringing etc.) . In addition, this specific repetition implies that the movement of the
bell is related to the image of the golden ring, the symbol of eternity. The third and
the fourth stanzas are connected the same way as the first and the second ones. The
words brazen and iron bells demonstrate the most resonant consonant, corresponding to the letter r (terror, turbulency, startled, scream, affright, shriek, fire, desire,
never, roar, wrangling, anger, etc.). In these cases, the figure of prosopopoeiia
seems to redouble itself. On the one hand, the narrator who starts every stanza
summons up an imaginary listener, while on the other, as it becomes apparent in the
course of the text, the bell is given a voice so that one can hear its sound. The act of
linking up sound and voice have marked influence on the semantics of the text. The
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meaning of bells goes through a transformation and gains a symbolic meaning towards the end of poem, which is achieved by the appearance of a “higher power”
that tolls the bell and thus determines the course of our life. A further argument in
supporting this type of interpretation is the alteration of bells to knells at the end of
the poem. The paired lines ending with time-rhyme-bells/knells return three times
and the vocabulary of the previous stanzas are seemingly repeated in a rather chaotic manner, producing the tumultuous mood of the closing section of the poem that
can no longer be identified by resorting to referentiality.
As one can see, both poems operate with the same procedure insofar as that they
are able to shape their sounding structure (of course according to the restrictions
and possibilities of the language they were written in). The Hungarian word harang
initiates the ng sound-association to encompass the entire poem, affecting the
rhythmic aspect and, therefore, constituting the distinct pulsating effect of the poem. The English word bell brings up words that are dominated by the sound of the
ll, its adjectives (silver, golden, brazen, iron) define the sounding structure and
therefore the semantic ordering of each segment – the method has the effect to alter
the meaning of bell again and again. In both cases, these sounding features become
the primary constructive means in producing the poems and therefore maintain the
specific relations between meanings. The rhetorical figure of voice appears in a
similar but also slightly different way. The tripartite structure in Arany's poem
distinguishes three separate levels: the level of action, narrative and poetic diction.
To each level another linguistic subject is connected. The poetic Self in every
phase reconstructs himself through the production of the text; the text and the subject produce each Other, while they both create and support the poetic force of the
poem. On the one hand, the figure of the prosopopoeia thematisizes the transformative process of the speaker by correlating him/her with the textual levels: each new
situation creates a new lyrical self. On the other hand, the mode of the functioning
of prosopopoeia (in giving face) moves into closer proximity with the structure of
the functioning of irony in disfiguring its own figurative nature (Menke 2004: 104).
One can see in Poe's poem that a voice is created that is uttering a sound that commands another voice (self) to listen to the sound of the bell. The first subject is
unchanging, yet it becomes forgotten in a hallucinatory fashion by creating the
sound of the bell. However, the sound of the bell gains a new connotation in each
stanza by changing its sounding properties. The structures of both poems have the
effect of doubling the acts of giving voice and face, and through this process the
impossibility of fixing the respective subjects of the poem becomes apparent. The
multiplication of the voice (the always present speaker and the distinct sounding of
the poetic text) refers to the motif of sound and sounding, as well as the thematization of its production in the poetic text.
The particular formal structuring of these poems – its graphic appearance – also
support the theme of each poem. In the case of Arany, the stanzas have six or four
lines, and then two lines: this way they tell the story of setting the bell in motion, as
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well as the bell’s future slowing down and coming to a standstill. The act of waving (pushing) the bell causes the biggest swing and the sound is being created in
that precise moment: the poem depicts this scene by giving its voice within the first
stanza in six lines. Towards the end of the poem the six lines diminishes into four
and then to two until the poem itself ends with giving rise to silence, to the lack of
voice, to the nonexistence of the Self of the poem. In Poe, the repetition of particular sentences portrays the constant swinging of the bell while telling the story of
those characteristics of the bell that we all – more or less – know about.
Appendix
E. A. Poe: The Raven (1845)
Once upon a midnight dreary, while I pondered weak and weary,
Over many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore,
While I nodded, nearly napping, suddenly there came a tapping,
As of some one gently rapping, rapping at my chamber door.
`'Tis some visitor,' I muttered, `tapping at my chamber door Only this, and nothing more.'
Ah, distinctly I remember it was in the bleak December,
And each separate dying ember wrought its ghost upon the floor.
Eagerly I wished the morrow; - vainly I had sought to borrow
From my books surcease of sorrow - sorrow for the lost Lenore For the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels named Lenore Nameless here for evermore.
And the silken sad uncertain rustling of each purple curtain
Thrilled me - filled me with fantastic terrors never felt before;
So that now, to still the beating of my heart, I stood repeating
`'Tis some visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door Some late visitor entreating entrance at my chamber door; This it is, and nothing more,'
Presently my soul grew stronger; hesitating then no longer,
`Sir,' said I, `or Madam, truly your forgiveness I implore;
But the fact is I was napping, and so gently you came rapping,
And so faintly you came tapping, tapping at my chamber door,
That I scarce was sure I heard you' - here I opened wide the door; Darkness there, and nothing more.
Deep into that darkness peering, long I stood there wondering, fearing,
Doubting, dreaming dreams no mortal ever dared to dream before;
But the silence was unbroken, and the darkness gave no token,
And the only word there spoken was the whispered word, `Lenore!'
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This I whispered, and an echo murmured back the word, `Lenore!'
Merely this and nothing more.
Back into the chamber turning, all my soul within me burning,
Soon again I heard a tapping somewhat louder than before.
`Surely,' said I, `surely that is something at my window lattice;
Let me see then, what thereat is, and this mystery explore Let my heart be still a moment and this mystery explore; 'Tis the wind and nothing more!'
Open here I flung the shutter, when, with many a flirt and flutter,
In there stepped a stately raven of the saintly days of yore.
Not the least obeisance made he; not a minute stopped or stayed he;
But, with mien of lord or lady, perched above my chamber door Perched upon a bust of Pallas just above my chamber door Perched, and sat, and nothing more.
Then this ebony bird beguiling my sad fancy into smiling,
By the grave and stern decorum of the countenance it wore,
`Though thy crest be shorn and shaven, thou,' I said, `art sure no craven.
Ghastly grim and ancient raven wandering from the nightly shore Tell me what thy lordly name is on the Night's Plutonian shore!'
Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.'
Much I marvelled this ungainly fowl to hear discourse so plainly,
Though its answer little meaning - little relevancy bore;
For we cannot help agreeing that no living human being
Ever yet was blessed with seeing bird above his chamber door Bird or beast above the sculptured bust above his chamber door,
With such name as `Nevermore.'
But the raven, sitting lonely on the placid bust, spoke only,
That one word, as if his soul in that one word he did outpour.
Nothing further then he uttered - not a feather then he fluttered Till I scarcely more than muttered `Other friends have flown before On the morrow he will leave me, as my hopes have flown before.'
Then the bird said, `Nevermore.'
Startled at the stillness broken by reply so aptly spoken,
`Doubtless,' said I, `what it utters is its only stock and store,
Caught from some unhappy master whom unmerciful disaster
Followed fast and followed faster till his songs one burden bore Till the dirges of his hope that melancholy burden bore
Of "Never-nevermore."'
But the raven still beguiling all my sad soul into smiling,
Straight I wheeled a cushioned seat in front of bird and bust and door;
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Then, upon the velvet sinking, I betook myself to linking
Fancy unto fancy, thinking what this ominous bird of yore What this grim, ungainly, ghastly, gaunt, and ominous bird of yore
Meant in croaking `Nevermore.'
This I sat engaged in guessing, but no syllable expressing
To the fowl whose fiery eyes now burned into my bosom's core;
This and more I sat divining, with my head at ease reclining
On the cushion's velvet lining that the lamp-light gloated o'er,
But whose velvet violet lining with the lamp-light gloating o'er,
She shall press, ah, nevermore!
Then, methought, the air grew denser, perfumed from an unseen censer
Swung by Seraphim whose foot-falls tinkled on the tufted floor.
`Wretch,' I cried, `thy God hath lent thee - by these angels he has sent thee
Respite - respite and nepenthe from thy memories of Lenore!
Quaff, oh quaff this kind nepenthe, and forget this lost Lenore!'
Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.'
`Prophet!' said I, `thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil! Whether tempter sent, or whether tempest tossed thee here ashore,
Desolate yet all undaunted, on this desert land enchanted On this home by horror haunted - tell me truly, I implore Is there - is there balm in Gilead? - tell me - tell me, I implore!'
Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.'
`Prophet!' said I, `thing of evil! - prophet still, if bird or devil!
By that Heaven that bends above us - by that God we both adore Tell this soul with sorrow laden if, within the distant Aidenn,
It shall clasp a sainted maiden whom the angels named Lenore Clasp a rare and radiant maiden, whom the angels named Lenore?'
Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.'
`Be that word our sign of parting, bird or fiend!' I shrieked upstarting `Get thee back into the tempest and the Night's Plutonian shore!
Leave no black plume as a token of that lie thy soul hath spoken!
Leave my loneliness unbroken! - quit the bust above my door!
Take thy beak from out my heart, and take thy form from off my door!'
Quoth the raven, `Nevermore.'
And the raven, never flitting, still is sitting, still is sitting
On the pallid bust of Pallas just above my chamber door;
And his eyes have all the seeming of a demon's that is dreaming,
And the lamp-light o'er him streaming throws his shadow on the floor;
And my soul from out that shadow that lies floating on the floor
Shall be lifted – nevermore!
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The Spaces of Samizdat
DANYI, GÁBOR
The double issue entitled Publish and Perish: Samizdat and Underground Cultural
Practices in the Soviet Bloc – a compilation of lectures held at a conference in
Pennsylvania and published by the journal Poetics Today– reveals an attempt to
rethink the concept of samizdat. In sum, current research places the phenomenon of
samizdat in the broader context of cultural and media studies in order to cast light
on the fields and areas samizdat encountered in the course of its history. These
include modern print culture (Komaromi), the resistance of archives (Zaslavskaya),
or the idea of oral culture in a political regime as total discursive control (Lutzkanova-Vassileva).
The title – Publish and Perish – is a play upon the phrase “publish or perish”, an
unwritten law of academic life referring to the demand for scholars to publish, or else
risk their posts. In reference to samizdat, the two options are just as tightly linked as in
Publish and Perish, a title that offers two types of interpretation. The first interpretation obviously suggests the meaning that publishing in samizdat entails great personal
risks. While this reflects the image the West frequently has of the communist era in
Eastern Europe, it also simplifies the very diverse nature of samizdat and obscures the
various historical circumstances in which the publication of samizdat – as in Hungary
in the 1970–80’s – did not incur this level of danger at all.
The other interpretation of the title proves far more fruitful for the purpose of
this study: it suggests the threat of perishing as a unique characteristic for this particular medium. According to this way of reading the slogan, it is not the person
producing samizdat who is in serious jeopardy, but the medium itself that teeters on
the edge of obliteration. Thus samizdat hovers in the twilight area between publication – the promise of long-term preservation – and total disappearance.
While drawing from the interpretation mentioned above and Ann Komaromi’s
concept of samizdat as its starting point (Komaromi 2008), this paper focuses on
the problematic relationship between samizdat and archive. An examination of the
prototypical practices of samizdat dissemination and the topographical metaphors
used to describe the phenomenon of samizdat reveal a possible model for this medium: samizdat as an open and dynamic archive circulated by human resources in a
rhizomatic network system.
1. In his book about the history of Eastern European samizdat, H. Skilling claims
that “the term […] does not have a precise and unambiguous meaning” (Skilling
1989: 6). In the course of its historical development, samizdat has “gradually expanded from its original meaning”. A term coined by Nikolai Glazkov, samizdat
initially referred to “an author’s publication of his own works”. Now it “encompass[es] unofficial dissemination” of any text. The appearance of specialised off-
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shoot samizdat forms such as kolizdat, radizdat, magni(ti)zdat or tamizdat (Skilling
1989: 6), reflects how not only was the range of samizdat extended to the terrains of
other media, but the usage of the term was also affected. Moreover, interpreting
samizdat as a complex cultural phenomenon often involves the apparent loosening
of its historical connection to totalitarian systems, especially in the case of narratives
describing samizdat as prototypes for free speech exercised in open, communal
spaces (e.g. blogs) (Zaslavskaya 2008: 679), thereby emphasizing similarities between samizdat and the internet (Komaromi 2008: 658, 663).
At the same time, defining the concept of samizdat is more difficult because the
phenomenon took very different forms in the various parts of the former Soviet
bloc: while the number of copies of samizdat literature in the Soviet Union
equalled that of official print culture,1 in Bulgaria samizdat appeared very late and
was of only tiny significance (Lutzkanova-Vassileva 2009). The situation in Romania was similar (Wagner 2000: 72–73). The phenomenon’s heterogeneous pattern of historical occurrence suggests that samizdat should rather be defined in
terms of the “greatest common measure” in order to avoid overwriting the patterns
of diversity, while simultaneously enabling a freer scope for its study.
Similarly, the lack of previous authorization is a characteristic that also furnishes a connecting point for the different concepts surrounding this term. Utilizing this
concept, Ann Komaromi emphasizes the epistemological instability of samizdat.
Due to the nature of their circumstances, samizdat texts are found in many forms,
variations and even languages. Because Komaromi argues that samizdat is an epistemic phenomenon, she examines the material features of samizdat through the
techniques of textual criticism, and analyzes them “in the terms of a textual culture
opposed to modern print culture” (Komaromi 2008: 629). This idea is based on the
precept that samizdat culture cannot be imagined independent of the Gutenberg
era: it was formed by it, under its influence, but as an alternative to it.2
While Komaromi defines samizdat in terms of modern print culture, her most
important reference point is Elizabeth Eisenstein’s book (1979), which lists standardization, dissemination and fixity as characteristic features of print culture. The
central element of the samizdat phenomenon, however, is the lack of standardization/authorization. Samizdat is therefore “closer to unstandardized, spontaneously
disseminated, unfixed oral culture” (Komaromi 2008: 634). On the one hand, the
lack of standardization/authorization encourages the proliferation of a diversity of

1

“Practically in EVERY cultivated family, in ANY city (not only in Moscow or Leningrad) there was
SAMIZDAT, and the quantity of such SAMIZDAT-bestsellers as The Gulag Archipelago or Moscow-Petushki, the work of Venedikt Yerofeyev, in my opinion, reached the number of copies of
official literature.” (Popov 2000: 49)
2
“The process of samizdat […] is not a reversion to the pre-Gutenberg manuscript, a reversal of the
revolution wrought by the invention of movable type, but more simply, a reversion to a less efficient
form of printing.” (Skilling 1989: 10)
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the (textual) variations; on the other hand, it also engenders a non-hierarchical
structure in the order of the cultural practices surrounding the medium.
Komaromi then draws upon Polynesian social customs – as related by the
French anthropologist, Marcel Mauss – in order to construct her own social model
of samizdat exchanges. As a result, Komaromi treats samizdat as an artefact that
exists in a manner similar to the concept of the gift (Mauss 1997). According to
Mauss, the gift “has the power to compel the recipient to further exchange”, “the
thing received is not inactive” (Komaromi 2008: 657; Mauss 1997: 11–12). In the
course of samizdat’s (textual) exchanges, the textual object is attached to the identity of the owner(s), and obliges the recipient to accept responsibility for further
appropriate exchanges. Yet the reproduced artefact is not identical with the original
one: a new textual object arises bearing the stamp of the person or group passing
on it (see Komaromi 2008: 657).
In Mauss’s gift-theory, the concept of the hau plays a leading role in defining
the gift system. The hau is the spirit of the thing/object which – in the course of the
process of gifting – is distanced from its original owner, but then “wishes to return
to its birthplace, to the sanctuary of the forest and the clan, and to the owner”
(Mauss 1997: 12). The hau which is “invested with life [...] seeks to return to [...]
its ‘place of origin’” (Mauss 1997: 13). The dynamism of social exchanges is motivated by hau, the spirit dwelling in the objects treated as property that is never
passive, but – as a continuous vector – sets in motion the object itself. Its path becomes easily traversable through the obligation entailed through acceptance.
The principles guiding the editing and distribution of Expresszió – Önmanipuláló Szétfolyóirat,3 probably the first Hungarian literary-artistic samizdat based on
the spirit of fluxus art within the (neo)avant garde scene, are very close to the
Maussian model. The initiators of the journal – Árpád Ajtony and Béla Hap –
planned the guidelines for its operation down to the smallest detail. The first issue
was then completed in two different versions, each produced in five copies which
were passed on to five different people. The readers then became editors, for the
next issue was created by first selecting half of the journal’s material, then adding
on new material to generate another issue. This new issue was then to be passed on
to five different people again, who continued the process.
If successful, the original idea would have enabled the journal to proliferate in
untold ways, displaying countless possibilities until it eventually saturated the entire underground scene. It should be mentioned that the journal’s backbone was a
three-page Regulations section which was to be copied without any alterations into
3

The title of the journal plays on the Hungarian words ‘journal’ and ‘flowing in every direction’. As
such it could hardly be translated into English (‘writing that flows apart’). Referred to hereafter as
Szétfolyóirat (see Bényi 2004: 351–352, 2008). I am very grateful to Júlia Klaniczay, György Galántai and Dóra Halasi for allowing me into the art archive of Artpool, where I inspected the copies of
this samizdat journal.
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each subsequent issue. The new issue could never be identical with the previous
one, yet the Regulations were to remain untouched, thereby guaranteeing the journal’s continuation.4
In Szétfolyóirat, the list of Regulations serves as a hau inscribed into the material which makes the medium dynamic and compels those who receive it to carry out
further changes and exchanges. Those who received the journal had to give their
word – to enter into a kind of contract – and promise that they would prepare the
next issue within two months and pass on neither more nor less than five copies.
Through this method, participants found themselves playing the complex roles of
reader, critic, editor and author, for not only did they read the journal, but they also
selected, partially copied and partially wrote its material. Similarly, the rejection of
the authority of proper names in underground circles and the emphasis on the importance of anonymity also proved fruitful, in that the texts cancelled the connection to their authors and offered their integrity in lieu of their variability. Regarding
its material resources, Szétfolyóirat – in the absence of computers at that time –
required only a typewriter, an ordinary folder, typing paper and carbon paper. It
did, however, rely much more heavily on human resources. This fact may have also
contributed to its demise, for – in addition to the attempts by the authorities to
shadow samizdat operations and shut them down (Szőnyei 2012: II/67–71), the
resistance generated by “the mere idea of having to type at least 20-25 pages”5
made continuation impossible. Consequently, between 1971 and 1973 the journal
only lived to see a few issues. It can therefore be concluded that another danger
inherent in samizdat lay in the unwillingness of individual members on the social
network to invest further resources in circulating samizdat. Once this occurs, the
textual object disappears.6
In contrast to the hierarchical structure of the book’s print culture, Szétfolyóirat
– probably not vastly different from the mail/correspondence art movement during
the same period – was organized in a way best described by the Maussian model: it
circulated through channels which (could have) built a complete network. The artists participating in the journal “thought that this is a means of communicating
amongst one another, by getting to know the texts of each other” (Szőnyei 2012:
II/69) – and they were not the only ones to express this goal in the history of samizdat. The journal Napló [Diary], for example, describes a similar initiative. A
4

Nevertheless, in the issue edited by Péter Halász these copyright sheets were somewhat shortened,
so that the regulations contained only the most important principles without details.
5
László Beke as the “reader-editor” of one of the issues made some benevolent, but critical comment
on the idea of the journal, and stated that he did not believe in “the flowing in every direction”. On the
contrary, in the issue she edited, Dóra Maurer adds to Beke’s remark that “the concern is needless,
you see, the enthusiasm does not ebb yet”.
6
“Samizdat could mean new life for texts that might otherwise disappear.” Elsewhere: “The epistemically unstable text [...] tends either to be reproduced, acquiring value through the successive investments people and institutions make in it, or to disappear.” (Komaromi 2008: 637, 659)
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handwritten samizdat based on an idea of Mihály Kornis and established a few
years later, Napló employed a rather laborious system: three diaries were to circulate at the same time – in three different ways – throughout the group. Everybody
put three copies of his writing into the diary in his keeping, then every fourth week
the three copies were brought to someone, the so-called ‘policeman’, responsible
for putting the texts together (Bényi 2004: 335; see also Barna et al., 1990: 7). Samizdat in this case consisted of texts used by an entire community.
To return to the case of Szétfolyóirat, in contrast to the professional, standardized
and fixed copies found in book printing, samizdat is a hotbed of textual variability.
As such, the mapping of one text’s genetic relations and descendents can be a real
challenge at best, an impossible task at worst. In the case of samizdat, roles generally separated within an institutionalized context are mixed, for distribution requires
the reader to complete the task of copying and disseminating the text. Moreover, in
certain cases the process of selection and rewriting was also done by readers. Thus
‘copy-text’ is always the copy currently at hand, an actual condition (a still picture)
momentarily caught in the unceasing dynamism of the (textual) metamorphosis.
These arguments and circumstances lead us to define the cultural model surrounding
samizdat as rhizomatic in nature. To be more specific: “the rhizome is an antigenealogy”. As such, “the rhizome is an acentered, nonhierarchical [...] system without a
General and without an organizing memory or central automaton, defined solely by
a circulation of states” (Deleuze & Guattari 1980: 11, 21). Samizdat realizes the
features of rhizoma as described by Guattari and Deleuze in the following way: the
principles of connection and heterogeneity, of multiplicity, and the principle of a
signifying rupture are present, if “there is a rupture in the rhizome” and “the rhizome may be broken” (Deleuze & Guattari 1980: 9).
However, in one of the issues she edited Dóra Maurer, a former ‘reader-editor’
of Szétfolyóirat, remarks that “she would have been happier to make 500 copies
instead of 5”. The small number of copies was due to the simple fact that a quantity
this small did not qualify as a publication, while anything above five copies would
have required a permit from the Information Office in order to publish the journal
(Bényi 2004: 352). Because of the rigorous restrictions, the items of Szétfolyóirat
became similar to individual works of fine art. This textual status – a factor not
determined by the number of copies alone – can be connected to the distinction
made by G. Thomas Tanselle between public texts and private documents (Tanselle
1979: 495–7).7 Jerome McGann summarizes Tanselle’s concept as follows: “Tanselle makes the distinction as a sign that some texts (typically “creative works”)
7

János Kenedi in the preface made for the volume of a samizdat collection entitled Profil, takes the
same distinction as his starting point, when he classifies the texts remaining in manuscript form from
the point of view of their chance of being published: “If censorship according to the law of a country
does not exist, the manuscripts will be distinguished from each other, whether they are prepared for
the public or not.” (Kenedi 1978: 23)
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seek wide dissemination and a kind of iconic perfection, whereas others (typically,
private documents) do not.” (McGann 1991: 71)
This distinction delineates the two end points of existence for texts: while public texts are intended for an institutionally standardized passage in the hope that a
very large number of readers can be reached through widespread dissemination,
private texts stay in the particular realm of hidden documents. In McGann’s interpretation, iconic perfection means that creative works are to reach the most perfect
material body, thus exploiting the possibilities of their bibliographical code-system.
Private documents, on the other hand, do not lay claim to dissemination, and are
usually influenced by the effects of pragmatism, spontaneity and eventuality. Before the digital era, the most typical form for a private document was the manuscript. If we would like to adapt this distinction to samizdat, it has to be made clear
that samizdat texts do not exhibit any pure form of either textual type. Instead,
samizdat combines certain features of both.
A document becomes samizdat when it tends to reproduce itself while circulating
through private channels. This does not require it to move away from the particular
existence of a private document (or from the individuality of a work of art). As the
saying goes: “Manuscripts – if they are published – will not burn up”:8 Samizdat
occupies a position somewhere between a manuscript and this ominous “if”. At the
same time, samizdat moves away from the status of particular documents to that of
public texts, but without ever truly attaining the latter status. József Havasréti writes
that textual sources from the 1970-80’s included a large number of artefacts which
are “more than manuscript, less than printed text” (Havasréti 2006: 15). Samizdat
creates the alternative model of publicity in which the private sphere transforms into
the public one (see Havasréti 2008: 207, 2006: 88–89).
This interweaving of private and public can also be found in the textual features
of samizdat. Unusual formats displayed a “divided” bibliographical code-system
(see McGann 1991: 77), such as in the case of the original copy of the Hungarian
samizdat journal Beszélő [The Speaker, though the Hungarian word may also refer
to ‘the space where prisoners may be visited’]. The journal, reproduced by mimeograph, also contained handwritten texts and typescripts. On its cover, the welldesigned headline of the journal joins with the idiomatic, characteristic nature of
handwriting, found on the back of the cover. In the case of using only carbon paper
to create multiplied typescripts, the process of writing and copying – realized at the
same moment and in the same operative area – easily coincides.
Such textual objects can be called samizdat until an institutional level of publicity is attained; once this is reached, their samizdat-status becomes historical. On the
other hand, at the same time archives and print culture resist accepting samizdat,
thereby thrusting these texts back into the particular existence of a document. The
8

This observation by Fazil Iskander is quoted by István Gránicz in the prologue to the thematic issue of
Helikon entitled Elsikkasztott orosz irodalom [Embezzled Russian Literature] (Gránicz 1993: 155–160).
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only breakout point from this dangerous and confining space is if samizdat is transformed in a material sense, such as when it gets published in the form of tamizdat
abroad, or if it is placed in archives which could then be accessed in the West.
These archives – as opposed to Soviet institutions – did gather samizdat
(Zaslavskaya 2008). Komaromi calls attention to the fact that samizdat must travel
and change form (Komaromi 2008: 652).
The material features – the “aura” (to use Walter Benjamin’s term) or the bibliographical code-system (as described by McGann)9 – of samizdat texts always
emphasize their historical value. Consequently, the texts stay within the context of
an alternative culture suppressed by print culture. This kind of material inspires a
reading method in which the vehiculum (i.e. vehicle) of samizdat becomes the most
important component of the context. This is because its features call attention to a
state of being suppressed and corrupted by print culture. Reading samizdat is always a confrontation with the lack of material resources common to print culture:
we come face-to-face with worn, dog-eared, thin paper, resulting in virtually illegible, smeared copies reproduced with carbon paper.10 These material features suggest the possibility of textual decline and corruption far more than preservation.
Samizdat is a medium which has no choice but to walk the tightrope between the
textual status of private documents and public texts.
2. When defining the circumstances surrounding samizdat, another system of
relations, tightly linked to the aforementioned matter, must also be discussed: the
issue of archive and secret. It can be argued that, to a certain extent, the era in
which samizdat’s medium was born was formed by the “political episteme of illegality and conspiracy” (Becskeházi 1990: 102). The illegal life “builds up a ‘network’ in direct opposition to a legal one. The members of this sub-society therefore
lead a peculiar, double life. They have not broken away from the legal sphere of
society, but are virtually surrounded by the glory of ‘the secret’ which encircles
them in the substantive element of illegality, creating a closed social space” (Becskeházi 1990: 107).
It is well known that samizdat behaves in a conspirative way and tries to hide
itself from notice, constituting itself as a secret. Samizdat is an entity which cannot
be known by everyone, and is created in strict secrecy. At the same time, this secret
is not only the organizing power underlying the cultural practices connected with
samizdat, but also a circumstance directing the medium as a result of its vulnerabil-

9

George Bornstein draws a parallel between Walter Benjamin’s and Jerome McGann’s term, then
connects it to the term of “performative utterance” found in J. L. Austin’s theory of speech acts (see
Bornstein 2001).
10
“Samizdat is ugly. Smudged printer’s ink, sometimes illegible characters, primitive design, repulsive covers [...] Sometimes the book even stinks. When one reads it, one’s hands got dirty. Its medium is the so-called filter paper of the most inferior quality.” (Rajk 2004)
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ity and fugitivity. “But of the secret itself, there can be no archive, by definition.
The secret is the very ash of the archive” – writes Derrida (Derrida 1995: 62).
Samizdat defines itself as a secret, as a medium which is cultivated in strict
secrecy. The text which entrusts its very existence to a vehiculum susceptible to
injury, risks becoming a secret resting on the ashes of its own archive. If samizdat
texts do not achieve an ever-evolving, yet always temporary archive, supported by
human or institutional investment, their future will be obliteration: they become
ashes indeed. The existence of samizdat is secret.11
In contrast to this “the last goal of illegality is to put an end to the secret” (Becskeházi 1990: 107).12 This ambition challenges samizdat which – no matter how much
it genuinely is “secretive” – is obliged to serve as an archive for the texts mediated
through it. This claim/challenge is evident in the texts themselves, on the one hand,
and on the other hand – as I argue in this study – through the rich topographical/topological system of metaphors that interweaves the history of samizdat.
In the root of the word “archive” resides the word arkhē, which designs the
commencement and the commandment as the starting point of this concept. Archive
arises at the crossroads of these two principles, in the very place “where things
commence” and where authority is exercised: “in the place from where orders are
given”. Commandment has a wider spectrum, it goes back to the Greek word arkheion which “means initially a house, a domicile, an address, the residence of the
superior magistrates, the archons, those who commanded” (Derrida 1995: 9). At
the etymological root of the word the topographical determination of the archives
appears as a kind of commandment. “It is thus, in this domiciliation, in this house
arrest, that archives take place. The dwelling, this place where they dwell permanently, marks this institutional passage from the private to the public, which does
not always mean from the secret to the nonsecret.” (Derrida 1995: 10)
The strong desire to ‘become archival’ demands designation of a fixed point in
space – in the case of samizdat, this commandment arrives from the texts (“preserved” in the form of samizdat), and finally is expressed in the self-interpretation
of samizdat. In an imaginary sense, samizdat is attached to a certain part of space,
and thereby it legitimizes its own existence; at the same time, its system of topographical metaphors bears the marks of the totalitarian system defining the social
11

Thus samizdat is able to rebel against the power of archives, tending to destroy its borders, expose
its inner faultlines and its deficiencies. Cf. “In an archive, there should not be any absolute dissociation, any heterogeneity or secret which could separate (secernere), or partition, in an absolute manner” (Derrida 1995: 10)
12
In one of the reports of AgitProp the following remarks can be found about the Hungarian groups in
opposition: “They make the effort of obfuscating the borders of the legal and illegal activity with several motives of their activity – for example with the practice of distribution and with stating the name
of the author and the editor in a part of their publications.” (MSZMP Központi Bizottsága Agitációs és
Propaganda Bizottságának [APB] iratai [Documents of Agitation and Propaganda Section of the Central Committee Secretariat of the Hungarian Socialist Worker’s Party] 27 July 1982. 392.
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space.13 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn is “the figure perhaps most identified with Soviet
samizdat.” (Komaromi 2008: 630). His work The Gulag Archipelago14 is not only
the emblem of the culture of the opposition, but also a symbolical beginning which
– in the framework of the genre of ‘oral history’ (Applebaum 2004: 7) – defines
itself as an archive and has a significant impact on the thinking and the discourse of
samizdat. This is already evident in the beginning of Solzhenitsyn’s monumental
work, which opens with a set of paratexts.15 Turning these pages is akin to entering
the archives. On the gate of this archive, a kind of parable or anecdote can be read:
In 1949 some friends and I came upon a noteworthy news item in Nature, a
magazine of the Academy of Sciences. It reported in tiny type that in the
course of excavations on the Kolyma River a subterranean ice lens had been
discovered which was actually a frozen stream – and in it were found frozen
specimens of prehistoric fauna some tens of thousands of years old. Whether
fish or salamander, these were preserved in so fresh a state, the scientific correspondent reported, that those present immediately broke open the ice encasing the specimens and devoured them with relish on the spot.
The magazine no doubt astonished its small audience with the news of how
successfully the flesh or fish could be kept fresh in a frozen state. But few,

13

The Gulag Archipelago, the most powerful topographical metaphor of the history of samizdat, is
not a set of freely selected points on the map, but the system of camps surrounding the body of the
totalitarian society as amputated limbs which – as the Other determinated by the social Ego – is reduced to total silence. The acts of social “discipline and punishment” partition the space and create
the isolated regions of speechlessness. In certain countries of the Soviet bloc the institutional space of
book-publishing was divided along similar faultlines: samizdat fell victim to the power of archival
systems and machines which excluded it from the spaces of long-term preservation. In view of the
totalitarian political map, samizdat realizes its rebellion against the power of the archives, and through
self-interpretation of some included texts lays claim to being archive (cf. Zaslavskaya 2008)
14
A work dedicated to the encyclopaedic presentation and archival preservation of the world of labour camps could not be published in the Soviet Union. At turns it was published by the YMCA-Press
in Paris, in 1973. The tamizdat edition was smuggled back to the Soviet Union and to other countries,
where – together with other works of Solzenitsyn – “in the seventies Eastern European intellectuals
borrowed it covered with newsprint, they read it during one or two nights behind closed doors, it was
passed from hand to hand.” (Cf. Hetényi 2001). This meant that “until the Gorbachev era, only a tiny
group of Soviet citizens – those who had access to underground, illegal typescripts or smuggled foreign copies had read the [...] history of the camp system.” (Applebaum 2004: 470). This is in a way
inconsistent with the (already quoted) opinion of Yevgeni Popov that Gulag was a “samizdatbestseller”. The history of the material embodiments of the Gulag-text enumerates the diverse levels
and possibilities of archiving: the concealment of the manuscript, the smuggling abroad of the microfilm, the book published as tamizdat, and the returned copies circulating in the Soviet Union serve as
evidence that samizdat texts “must travel and change form”, and this process not only stems from the
demands of communication, but also from the desire to be archived.
15
The set of the paratexts – except a kind of confession which mentions the difficulties of publishing
and which can be found only in the early editions – includes a dedication, a short story, and the author’s note with an antifictional declaration and a section resembling an alloy of acknowledgements
and designations of sources.
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indeed, among its readers were able to decipher the genuine and heroic meaning of this incautious report.
As for us, however – we understood instantly. We could picture the entire
scene right down to the smallest details. [...]
We understood because we ourselves were the same kind of people as those
present at that event. (Solzhenitsyn 1985: xv.)

For the purposes of this study, the three most important symbols in this excerpt
are the ice lens, the journal Nature, and the text itself, which I interpret and examine as different models of archives. Similar to the many parts hidden within a
Matryoshka doll, this story represents the stratification and the politics of archives:
a natural archive (the discovered subterranean ice lens preserving the prehistoric
specimens) appears in the second archive of the news item in the magazine. In turn,
both are included in the third archive of Solzhenitsyn’s text. At this archival level,
attention is drawn to what the natural archive preserved – and to what the written
archive of the newspaper kept silent about.16
The archive entitled Gulag starts with how sufferers of the trauma interpreted the
archives of the past. Nature serves to cover up certain stories, and yet also provides
a starting point for the trauma’s sufferers, for it marks a path that can be followed
through the solzhenitsynean archives. The archive of Solzhenitsyn compels the
reader to interpret the news item published in the journal in another way, even if this
reading is to be avoided. In the light of the fact that the journal is presented as a
barren and politically neutralized news source, the text suggests that impotent archives can only be read correctly with the aid of the third archival level: the trauma
of the survivors and the personal experience embodied in the text of Solzhenitsyn.
The archipelago is based on silence: “those who had been there [...] as though
stricken dumb on the islands of Archipelago, [...] kept their silence.” (Solzhenitsyn
1985: xvi) The topographical metaphors appearing in the text employ hierarchical
relations and describe this division. Herein lies the struggle of the archipelago of
(potential) memory within the polar sea of oblivion. “And someday in the future,
this Archipelago, its air, and the bones of its inhabitants, frozen in a lens of ice, will
be discovered by our descendants like some improbable salamander.” (Solzhenitsyn 1985: xvi)
The metaphorical return to the natural archive combines two principles in one:
the archive and the archaeology. In this story the domiciliation of the archive is
similar to the archaeological excavation which brings “the bones and flesh of [a]
salamander” to the surface. The wheel has come full circle: the natural archive
operates as the metaphor for the solzhenitsynean archive. The natural and the textual archive are therefore tightly linked, excluding the institutional-official archive
16
“Solzhenitsyn’s work also constituted a string of islands of testimony and facts floating on the sea
of official misinformation or lack of information about the Soviet penal system.” Komaromi finds the
previous metaphor of the sea in the story of Gene Sosin (2008: 629–630).
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represented by the magazine, and creating its own truth by a common, collective
monument established on the islands. This is especially true in the next short paratext, which draws the reader into a kind of anti-fictional contract17 when it states
the following: “in this book there are no fictitious persons, nor fictitious events [...]
it all took place just as it is here described” (Solzhenitsyn 1985: xvii). This part
operates as the anti-fictional contract of the archives of the testimony, and makes
an effort to create referential links which reveal some of the unarticulated truth.
The archive’s authority is bequeathed by the group of survivors preserving the
memory of the dead whose “material for this book was given [...] in reports, memoirs and letters by 227 witnesses, whose names” are not included in the book (Solzhenitsyn 1985: xvii). They are all embodied in the author’s name of Solzhenitsyn.
As a result, the memory of this space and the commandment of this memory articulated by the survivors are to create the space of memory, of the archives, the domiciliation of the archives and, in the end, they create an ultimate archive for posterity’s sake. A universal memorial, the archipelago of memory fights against the polar
sea of oblivion, and operates as an archaeological space where a salamander – the
life-like witness of the mute past – can be rediscovered.
The series of paratexts opens with a dedication addressed to all those “who did
not live to tell it” and apologizing for “not having seen it all, nor remembered it all,
for not having divined all of it”. The keystone to the text’s archive lies in the dedication, directed towards those who did not live to join the archive: because of their
death, their ‘archives’ could not be domiciliated, thus their experience sank into
oblivion. It is their muteness that causes cracks in the consistency of the archive.
However, the gaps of those whose memories have passed on, engenders the need
for an archive and directs the commencement. This is true in a material sense as
well, because the dedication is one of the first visible surfaces in the body of the
text. The domiciliation of the archive therefore entails not only the discharging of
memory, but also the creation of it.18
The memory of “those who did not live to tell it” burdens the author as well
as all other survivors – those who could see, remember and imagine any missing
fragments – to testify in the stead of “those” who can speak no more. The dedication reminds us of the limits of sensation, memory and imagination and makes us
realize that the archive starts – and ends – with the unfixable elements which cannot be archived. Preserving narrative therefore begins with the gaps and cracks
formed by missing elements and our own deficiency. By apologizing, these evoca17

Cf. The subchapter entitled Contracts of Fiction and mentioned in the group of questions found in
the preface to Genette’s book (Genette 1997: 215–218).
18
Cf. The discourse of the illegal movement, which is “not simply a linguistic usage defined by the
social position and status of the speaker, but a “way of existence”, because in the narration, in the
stories the reality of the existence of a social group is being constituted.” Thus narratives “serve as
local creation myths” and can be understood “as archaeological finds subsequently replaced into
history”. (Becskeházi 1990: 106)
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tive words bring the dead back to life in order to justify and lend authority to the
archive: their mute commandment is the domiciliation of the archive. In a kind of
sense, the dead become present again, and the text of the archive becomes readable
from their point of view.
Thirty years after these memories were gathered by Solzhenitsyn, in the first
exhibition of samizdat held “in the assembly hall of the Academy of Fine Arts in
Berlin, the entering visitor could see egg-shaped glass cases, in a figurative sense
islands, surrounded little worlds which formed a group of islands, an archipelago
all of their own” (Konrád 2004: 10). As a kind of archives, these islands provide
space for the artefacts of the culture of samizdat, while simultaneously opening
them to the public eye. In the representative catalogue of this exhibition, Wolfgang
Eichwede also published an essay entitled Samizdat archipelago (Eichwede 2000).
One of the first instances of this metaphor being used can be found in a pamphlet
published in the second issue of Magyar Füzetek under the pseudonyms Mária
Kellner and András Sághy. A discussion of the status of human rights in Hungary,
it is entitled Gulash archipel (Kellner & Sághy 1978). György Dalos’s book in
German employs the same title to discuss the development of the democratic opposition in Hungary (Dalos 1986).
The metaphor of island (including its various transformations) – even if not
representing the massive rock of truth – as a self-interpretative form declares the
position of speaking and a claim to documentation. The imaginary space expressed
by the paratexts of Gulag – steeped in the discourse of samizdat – speaks about the
domiciliation of an archive and draws a map: “this Archipelago crisscrossed and
patterned that other country within which it was located, like a gigantic patchwork,
cutting into its cities, hovering over its streets” (Solzhenitsyn 1985: xvi). A similar
conception of space returns in the words of Yevgeni Popov: SAMIZDAT became
the free zone or hiding place where ANY author could hide (Popov 2000: 48).
The Gulag Archipelago is an influential metaphor in the history of samizdat that
attempts to establish islands of memory as archives. But the archipelago is not the
only metaphor. János Kis associates the title of the Hungarian samizdat journal
Beszélő [The Speaker] with the topographical meaning associated with the visiting
room in a prison (see above). In this place, the prisoner is still behind bars, but can
speak freely to his family (Beszélő 1992: 5) The title of the journal is a variation on
the same theme: a metaphorical structure in which private space is framed by the
institution of power. In many ways, it is very similar to the metaphor of the sea and
the island. In this model, samizdat claims to be a part of that space where – theoretically – the administrative authority (the strict discipline of the press, the inevitability of authorization) rules, yet some aspects of human rights, such as the constitu-
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tional right of the freedom of speech, still exist within the relative borders of the
private space.19
Taking possession of this space is also connected to the domiciliation of the
archive: Beszélő makes an effort to gather and make public the irregular events and
silenced facts occurring at the time (Beszélő 1992: 11). A new archival level comes
into being which – even in the light of its very limited circulation range – includes
the possibility of preservation and documentation. The alternative publicity creates
the stratification of the archives, and throws light on their politics.
At the same time, samizdat was tightly linked with underground culture, and
tried to provide documentation of (neo)avant garde initiatives. “The subculture [...],
being annihilated and for leaving nothing for the future, is often frustrated over its
products” (Havasréti 2006: 149). “Into the genres and volume types being organized by the analogy of archive” József Havasréti classifies the previously mentioned Napló, the goal of which was “creating an adequate form for systematic
exchange of information and self-documentation” (Barna et al., 1990: 9). Mihály
Kornis’s conviction was that Napló became “the historical document of the seventies, yet full of holes” (Barna et al., 1990: 9.). Kornis emphasizes the operation of
recording and not writing. Napló circulated in well-defined direction lines, which
tended to be and remain open. Yet it was so swollen by time that only its most recent part was in motion, the previous copies had already been entombed (cf. Barna
et al., 1990: 7). Beyond the archive of Napló, some samizdat journals like Aladdin
épeszű [Aladdin sane] (1982) or Sznob International (1981-85) “were rather regarded as (private) archives disguised as journals” (Havasréti 2009: 67).
To the network established by the medium of samizdat, institutions such as
émigré publishing houses, archives, or radio channels, etc., completed archival
tasks and carried out communicative functions. According to the blurb in the inside
cover of each issue, the émigré journal, Magyar Füzetek, which also published
samizdat texts abroad, worked “as the archive of free Hungarian thinking”.
Artpool – founded by Júlia Klaniczay and György Galántai – was born just as
mail art reached its peak. Later institutionalized, it became one of the most important archives of the Hungarian (neo)avant garde, including the most important
artistic documents (and also samizdat) from the 1970-80s. I mention Artpool because I would like to use this as my final example in illustrating the relationship
between samizdat and the metaphors surrounding archive.
In the first issue of the Pool Window newsletter, a very expressive compilation
can be found informing the reader of the establishment of the Artpool media archive (Havasréti 2009: 42). The English text enumerates in a few watchword-like
19
Let me point out that at the root of the word archive we can observe the coincidence of the private
and the institutional: arkheion meant the (private) house of the archons, which served as the scene of
the personal life of the officers who were responsible for the official documents being filed in the
same building (cf. Derrida 1995: 9–10).
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sentences the characteristic features of Artpool, then ends with the invitation: Document your activity in ARTPOOL!. Under the text a photo can be seen: two travelling bags20 lying on a grainy, concrete surface, bearing the words ARTPOOL on
both sides. This is the representation of an archive operating within a networksystem. As such, it is open – anything can be packed into the bags – and dynamic,
because the bags are always travelling. It does not embody the vertical-hierarchical
system used by classic institutions, but brings a horizontal-rhizomatic system into
being, which serves the purpose of communication.
The metaphor of the travelling bags is not based on any definite centre; it is a
manifestation of a space map21, described by the topographical metaphors used in
samizdat culture. Together, this map-like space and vehiculum create an archive
based on a rhizomatic model. In the case of samizdat, the principle of cartography
is also realized. In Deleuze and Guattari’s essay, the map is “opposed to the tracing”, a definition that can be misleading in the case of samizdat, a culture based on
the multiplication of texts through hand-copying. The institutional system of bookpublishing contains the culture of “perfect tracing” and “reproduction” and “the
cultural book is necessarily a tracing: already a tracing of itself”. Samizdat, on the
other hand, “is entirely oriented toward an experimentation”, and therefore it disengages and obfuscates the institutional roles and categories, staging itself as an
experiment in a new medium (see Deleuze & Guattari 1980: 12–13, 24). The most
characteristic forms of samizdat (as in Szétfolyóirat or Napló) realize the rhizomatic model of the archive.
The concept of samizdat and its cultural practices can be described in many
different ways. This analysis has attempted to illustrate how the conceptual pairs of
perish and dissemination, private and public, legal and illegal, or archive and secret
are closely linked when coexisting in a totalitarian space. In the case of samizdat,
they are inextricably interwoven into the character of the medium itself. Samizdat
occupies a borderline position: threatened by the command of “publish and perish”,
its medial features were formed within the seductively secret space of these notions, resulting in a dynamic, open, continuously evolving archive – a travelling
bag waiting for the traveller to lift it up and put it on her back.
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“Nomen obstat inscriptioni”
Notes on the Title of Petrarch’s Liber sine nomine1
ERTL, PÉTER
Petrarch’s collection of polemical letters against the Papal court of Avignon,
known as Liber sine nomine, is one of the most interesting documents of the poet’s
political ideas and his satiric vein. The letters were used both by 16th-century
protestant polemists and by modern historians to offer an image of the contemporary papacy. However, the collection, characterized by Marco Ariani as one of the
most experimental works of the Latin Petrarch,2 raises several philological problems as well. The most famous Petrarch scholars (including Arnaldo Foresti, Paul
Piur and Ernest Hatch Wilkins) dealt with the question of the dating of the letters
and with the identification of the addressees and of the historical people appearing
in the work. Among philological problems, the interpretation of the title has a
prominent role, which was also commented on by outstanding literary historians
such as Ugo Dotti and Michele Feo.
The purpose of this study is to review the most fundamental problems regarding
the title of the work and the arguments arising from previous research, looking for
answers to two questions which have not yet been solved, or which are still disputed: 1. Is the title authentic, that is, was it given by Petrarch? 2. How should the title
be interpreted?
1. The authenticity of the title
There is no autograph or authorized copy of the work, and several versions of the
title can be found in the available manuscripts. Until the first half of the 20th century, there were basically two ways to refer to this collection in Petrarch studies: Sine
nomine and Sine titulo. However, in those manuscripts which also contain the title
of the work, some version of the phrase sine nomine appears almost exclusively,
and the most frequent of them is Liber sine nomine. This form can be found in one
of Lombardo della Seta’s letters as well, where he lists the works of Petrarch’s
legacy;3 furthermore, it occurs even in the majority of the poet’s early biographies.4

1
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Tre University), Norbert Mátyus (Pázmány Péter University, Piliscsaba) and József Takács (Eötvös
Loránd University, Budapest) for the information and advice that they gave me during the writing of this
study. Special thanks to Orsolya Serkédi for her indispensable help with the translation of the text.
2
Marco Ariani, Petrarca, Roma, Salerno, 1999, 188.
3
Edited by Giuseppe Billanovich and Elisabeth Pellegrin, Una nuova lettera di Lombardo della Seta e
la prima fortuna delle opere del Petrarca, in Classical, Mediaeval and Renaissance Studies in Honor
of Berthold Louis Ullman, ed. by Charles Henderson, Jr., Roma, Edizioni di Storia e Letteratura,
1964, vol. 2, 215–236: 233–236.

84

Ertl, Péter

Sine titulo appears only in a codex of the mid-15th century,5 in an unclear passage
of one of Coluccio Salutati’s letters,6 and in the first printed editions of Petrarch’s
opera omnia, in which the phrase refers to the single letters.7 On the basis of the
majority of the manuscripts and the secondary sources,8 the critical editor of the
work, Paul Piur, convincingly argued in favour of choosing the title Liber sine
nomine (which is accepted in modern studies as well). However, Piur was unable to
decide unequivocally if this title originated with Petrarch himself, or rather with the
first copiers of the work. Although as yet no one has answered this question satisfactorily, in the opinion of the author of this study, the authenticity of the title can
be demonstrated with the help of an indirect but inner argument. There is a wellknown passage in the nineteenth letter, addressed to Francesco Nelli, where Petrarch turns unexpectedly to the Emperor Charles IV:
Ad te michi nunc sermo est, invictissime regum nostri temporis, quem non
nomino, quando et nomen obstat inscriptioni et abunde te nominat ipsa rerum
ac glorie magnitudo. (SN 19, 10)9

Since the single letters lack any kind of salutation (the initial part of an ordinary
Latin letter, also called prescript or protocol),10 the noun inscriptio can be inter-

4

Petrarch’s early biographies were edited by Angelo Solerti, Le vite di Dante, Petrarca e Boccaccio
scritte fino al secolo decimosesto, Milano, Vallardi, s. a. [but 1904]. The title “Liber sine nomine” can
be found in Filippo Villani (279), Pier Paolo Vergerio (299) and Sicco Polenton (326). Antonio da
Tempo translated it as “Libro senza nome” (338). Girolamo Squarciafico gave the variant “Liber epistolarum sine nomine” (357). Only Giannozzo Mannetti mentions it as “Contra clericos liber” (317).
5
Einsiedeln, Stiftsbibliothek, ms. 307, f. 223, described by Ottavio Besomi, Codici petrarcheschi
nelle biblioteche svizzere. Italia medioevale e umanistica, 8 (1965), 369–429: 400–402 (No. 19).
6
Coluccio Salutati to Lombardo della Seta, Florence, June 4, 1376, edited by Francesco Novati,
Epistolario di Coluccio Salutati, vol. 1., Roma, Istituto Storico Italiano, 1891, 241–243: 242–243:
“Ceterum scio illum divinum virum librum, qui sine titulo titulatur, longiori de nomine et vetus
sophistarum certamen, qui inanibus questiunculis delectantur, composuisse, in quo a dulcissimo
Boccacio nostro multa percepi in presules invecta.” Attempts to interpret the passage, without a firm
solution, are to be found in Paul Piur, Petrarcas ‘Buch ohne Namen’ und die päpstliche Kurie. Ein
Beitrag zur Geistesgeschichte der Frührenaissance, Halle (Saale), Niemeyer, 1925, 156. n. 5.
7
Liber Epistolarum sine titulo in Basel 1496, Venice 1501, Venice 1503, Basel 1554 and Lyon 1601;
Epistolae sine titulo in Basel 1581; see Piur, ibid., 292–295.
8
Piur, ibid., 155–159. Piur did not know about Lombardo della Seta’s letter. Beside Lapo da
Castiglionchio’s gloss and the early biographies he mentioned (156. n. 3) Zeno da Pistoia’s poem
entitled Pietosa fonte in which the title Sine nomine appears.
9
The Liber sine nomine [SN] is quoted from the edition of Laura Casarsa (Francesco Petrarca, Liber
sine nomine. Libro senza titolo, testo critico di Paul Piur rivisto da Laura Casarsa, traduzione e cura di
Laura Casarsa, Torino, Aragno, 2010), with the number of the letter and the paragraph. The English
translation is that of Norman P. Zacour, Petrarch’s Book without a Name. A Translation of the Liber
sine nomine by Norman P. Zacour, Toronto, The Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1973. In
the case of Petrarch’s works, the abbreviations of the series Petrarca del centenario (Firenze, Le
Lettere) are used.

“Nomen obstat inscriptioni” – Notes on the Title of Petrarch’s Liber sine nomine

85

preteted only as the title of the work.11 Furthermore, from the contrast of nomen
and inscriptio (“nomen obstat inscriptioni”), we may conclude that the title has to
contain a linguistic element which does not allow one to express nomen: logically,
and on the basis of the manuscript tradition, this element cannot be anything but
the phrase sine nomine. If this argumentation is correct, it can be stated with all
probability that the title (Liber) sine nomine originates from Petrarch.
2. The two major ways of interpretating the title
Until 1979, there had only been one mainstream interpretation of the title Liber
sine nomine: ‘Letters without addressees’ or, more precisely, ‘Book without the
name of the addressees’.12 This interpretation was based on the fact that all the
salutations are missing, and, further, on certain passages of the collection:13 first of
all on the Preface, where Petrarch declares that he had hidden the name of his correspondents to protect them against any possible offense or hatred:
Qua in re et lectori consultum volui et michi, ut sicut in pastorio, de quo loquebar, opusculo, sic in isto illic obscuritate quadam, hic scriptorum latebris ac
silentio tutus sim, nec solus ego, sed hi quoque quibus hec scripseram, quorum
nomina sciens volensque subticui, ne, his forsan in lucem erumpentibus, aut
noxe si supererant, aut odio si obierint, illis sint, quasi hec eis potissimum inscripserim quos scirem libentius audituros. (SN praef., 4)

This “traditional” interpretation has generally been accepted, for example, by
Ugo Dotti in his Petrarch biography14 and by Tibor Kardos in the Hungarian edition of the poet’s selected letters.15 However, in 1979, Michele Feo rejected this
reading in his classic Fili petrarcheschi, offering a new explanation to ‘Book without a title’.16
Feo’s arguments are mainly grammatical-philological. His train of thought
starts with the observation that the phrase sine nomine, in which nomen is singular,
10
See Carol Dana Lanham, Salutatio Formulas in Latin Letters to 1200: Syntax, Style, and Theory,
München, Arbeo-Gesellschaft, 1975, 7.
11
See the translations of Laura Casarsa (Petrarca, Liber sine nomine, op. cit., 197): “il nome sarebbe
in contrasto col titolo di questo libro”; Rebecca Lenoir (Pétrarque, Sans titre. Liber sine nomine.
1342–1361, texte traduit, présenté et annoté par Rebecca Lenoir, Grenoble, Jérôme Millon, 2003,
193): “vous nommer serait contraire au titre de cet ouvrage”; and Norman P. Zacour (Petrarch’s
Book without a Name, op. cit., 120): “to name you goes against the title of this book”.
12
Georg Voigt’s and Felice Vismara’s explanation – ‘anonymous work’ – was rejected by Piur, Petrarcas ‘Buch ohne Namen’, op. cit., 158, n. 2.
13
See Ronald L. Martinez, The Book without a Name. Petrarch’s Open Secret. Liber sine nomine. In
Petrarch. A Critical Guide to the Complete Works, ed. by Victoria Kirkham and Armando Maggi,
Chicago–London, University of Chicago Press, 2009, 291–299: 291–293, with references.
14
Ugo Dotti, Vita di Petrarca, Roma–Bari, Laterza, 20043, 248.
15
Petrarca levelei. Szemelvények Petrarca leveleiből [Petrarch’s Letters. Extracts from Petrarch’s
Correspondence], szerk. [ed. by] Tibor Kardos, Budapest, Gondolat, 1962, passim.
16
Michele Feo, Fili petrarcheschi. Rinascimento, II. ser. 19 (1979), 3–89: 3–26.
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refers to liber, so to the whole collection and not to the single letters and to the
absence of the salutations. Consequently, the traditional interpretation would be
acceptable only if the meaning of the word nomen as a philological term included
the addressee as well. However, in Feo’s opinion, nomen and titulus have to be
distinguished in Petrarch’s vocabulary: the first means ‘title’ as it is understood
nowadays (hereafter: ‘short title’), the other one corresponds to the inscriptio or
rubrica, i.e. to the whole codicological information on the author, the title of the
work, its division into books, the addressee, perhaps even to the date and place of
composition as well (hereafter: ‘long title’).17 Although titulus can equal nomen,
meaning ‘short title’, nomen can never contain the elements of titulus as ‘long title’; consequently, it cannot incorporate the name of the addressee.18 Feo’s observation was accepted by Vinicio Pacca in his monograph on Petrarch,19 and in the
recent editions of the collection as well: Rebecca Lenoir gave the French variant
Sans tître, while Laura Casarsa translated it as Libro senza titolo.20
Considering Feo’s arguments, in order to be able to return to the traditional interpretation one would have to demonstrate that: 1. the original title was Liber sine
titulo;21 or: 2. the phrase sine nomine refers to the single letters; or: 3. the meaning
of nomen can incorporate the name of the addressee. According to what has been
said in the first subsection above, the first possibility can be excluded. For the second solution, few examples can be found in the textual tradition: in several manuscripts and in Petrarch’s biography written by Girolamo Squarciafico, the plural
possessive case of epistola is inserted into the title, resulting in the variant Liber
epistolarum sine nomine, in which the phrase sine nomine now refers to the single
17

Ibid., 14–15 and 22: “A me pare certo che solo nomen corrisponda esattamente alla nostra nozione
odierna di «titolo» e che invece titulus sia non il titolo in senso stretto, bensì tutta l’inscriptio, tutta
l’informazione codicologica sull’autore, sul titolo, sulla partizione in libri, sul dedicatario, forse anche
sulla data e sul luogo di composizione, informazione che, più o meno completa di tutti questi elementi
e quasi sempre accompagnata dalla parola «incipit», apre l’opera. Insomma nomen è il flatus vocis
con cui si individua uno scritto, titulus è un elemento di tecnica libraria, la rubrica. […] Il discorso qui
svolto consente di chiarire definitivamente cosa voglia dire il titolo Liber sine nomine (Liber de sine
nomine in alcuni mss.; non Sine nomine semplicemente). Vuol dire precisamente ‘Libro senza titolo’:
non Le anepigrafe (come tradusse O. D’Uva, sottintendendo ‘lettere’), né «Epistolae sine nomine,
cioè senza il nome di coloro ai quali erano dirette» (come intese F. Vismara), né Buch ohne Namen
(si noti il pl. Namen), cioè ‘Libro senza nomi di destinatari’ (come traduce il Piur).”
18
Ibid., 20–22.
19
Vinicio Pacca, Petrarca, Roma–Bari, Laterza, 1998, 141 and the relative note.
20
See above, n. 9 and 11. Although Ronald L. Martinez does not confute Feo’s theory, he does not
exclude the possibility that the title would refer to the absence of the names, either; see Martinez, The
Book without a Name, op. cit., 291–292. Marco Ariani allows the simultaneous validity of both interpretations, Ariani, Petrarca, op. cit., 187: “Il titolo antifrastico, Sine nomine – cioè ‘senza titolo’ e
prive degli indirizzi […] – ne fa un libro allusivamente apocrifo…”.
21
Feo, Fili petrarcheschi, op. cit., 22. n. 4: “All’interpretazione di Vismara e Piur [see above, n. 17]
bisognerebbe semmai tornare, quando si dimostrasse che il titolo genuino dell’opera è Sine titulo, non
Sine nomine, giacché il titulus può includere, come si è visto, il destinatario o dedicatario dello scritto.”
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letters. In further cases the word liber is eliminated as well (Epistole sine nomine).22
But the majority of the manuscript tradition does not allow these modifications.
The third way requires the reconsideration of Feo’s observations and the analysis of Petrarch’s philological vocabulary, with the examination of the occurences of
the words in question (nomen, titulus, inscriptio) in his writings.23
2.1. Nomen
2.1.1. Nomen as ‘short title’
To prove his observation that nomen means ‘short title’, Feo gives several examples from Petrarch’s works (Fam. I, 1, 34; Sen, II, 4, 12; Post. 25; Mem. I, 13, 9–
10; II, 38, 15 and III, 48, 2), to which many others can be added:24
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

Fam. IV, 18, 3: in ea comedia, cui Gurgulio nomen est, legisse potes25
Fam. V, 14, 3: Est illius comedia cui nomen est Casina
Fam. VII, 16, 6: Comediam, quam petis, me admodum tenera etate dictasse non
infitior sub Philologie nomine
Fam. VII, 18, 7: inter cetera scriptum erat Africe mee nomen
Fam. IX, 4, 19: Gurgulio fabule nomen est.

22
Greifswald, Universitätsbibliothek, cod. 682 (Lat. Fol. 16), f. 102v: “Clarissimi domini francisci
petrarce de florencia liber epistolarum sine nomine incipit feliciter”; described by Piur, Petrarcas
‘Buch ohne Namen’, op. cit., 282. Modena, Biblioteca Estense, 167 (Alpha O. 6. 1), f. 1: “Petrarce
Epistolarum sine nomine” (but in the explicit, f. 38: “liber de Sine nomine”); Piur, ibid., 283–284.
München, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Cod. lat. 15772, f. 1r: “Celeberrimi viri Francisci Petrarche
poete Florentini liber epistolarum sine nomine incipit feliciter” (“epistolarum” written by another
hand; in a second incipit, f. 2r and in the explicit, f. 39r: “liber sine nomine”); Piur, ibid., 285–286.
Cambridge, Peterhouse, ms. 81, f. 188ra: “Tractatus epistolarum sine nomine Francisci Petrarce
incipit”; f. 197ra: “Explicit tractatus epistolarum sine nomine Francisci Petrarce laureati poete”;
codex unknown to Piur, described by Nicholas Mann, Petrarch Manuscripts in the British Isles. Italia
medioevale e umanistica, 18 (1975), 139–509: 174–175 (No. 19). Szczecin, Wojewódzka i Miejska
Biblioteka Publiczna, ms. 27, f. 263r: “Petrarche Epistole sine nomine” (marginal note; in the explicit, f. 274r: “sine nomine liber”); indicated but not collated by Piur, ibid., 289. All descriptions of the
manuscripts have been collated with Erwin Rauner’s online database (http://webserver.erwinrauner.de/wwwroot/signaturae_cod_lat_prov.asp /May 10, 2012/), and completed on the basis of it.
For Squarciafico’s Petrarch biography see Solerti, Le vite, op. cit., 347–359: 357.
23
The limits of this research must be indicated immediately: 1. the complete examination is impossible until a critical edition of every Petrarchan work becomes available; 2. the researcher should also
include the poet’s glosses in the investigation, which the author of this study could not do.
24
Since it does not seem necessary to cite those passages where nomen means ‘title’ without any specification but where it can be presumed that it is ‘short title’, these passages are just indicated: Fam. III, 6, 5;
Fam. III, 18, 7; Fam. XVI, 1, 6; Fam. XXIV, 6, 4; Ign. IV, 166; Mem. I, 15, 3; Post. 1 and Sen. I, 5, 65.
The De ignorantia is quoted from Francesco Petrarca’s De sui ipsius et multorum ignorantia. Della mia
ignoranza e di quella di molti altri, a cura di Enrico Fenzi, Milano, Mursia, 1999. For both the Posteritati and the Seniles the reference is to Francesco Petrarca, Rerum senilium libri. Le Senili, testo critico di
Elvira Nota, traduzione e cura di Ugo Dotti, voll. I–III, Torino, Aragno, 2004–2010.
25
The Familiares are quoted from Francesco Petrarca, Le Familiari, voll. I–IV, edizione critica per
cura di Vittorio Rossi (I–III) e Umberto Bosco (IV), Firenze, Sansoni, 1933–1942.
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6)
7)
8)

9)
10)
11)

12)

13)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)

Fam. XIII, 12, 5: sic affectus es ut totus in Scipionis mei ac solius Africe nomine
conquiescas
Fam. XIX, 3, 12: librum cui De viris illustribus nomen dedi
Fam. XXIV, 4, 13: Tuorum sane, quia de his michi nunc sermo erat, quorum
insignior iactura est, hec sunt nomina: reipublice, rei familiaris, rei militaris, de
laude philosophie, de consolatione, de gloria
Fam. XXIV, 5, 17: Nam et duos Senecas Cordubam habuisse hispani etiam testes sunt,
et Octavie – id enim tragedie illi est nomen – locus aliquis hanc suspitionem recipit
Inv. mal. 262: Legi librum fraterculi cuiusdam, cui nomen est Prosodion.26
Inv. mal. 275: Stupet Gallus ad hec nomina peregrina [scil. De essentia mundi, De
natura deorum, De divinatione etc.], cum tamen et pauca de multis attigerim et
maior multo rerum quam nominum fulgor sit.
Mem. I, 17, 2: Sed nullo famosior quam Historiarum libro, qui etati quoque nostre
[…] amissus est: veterum quidem testimonio illustris et apud nos solo iam nomine
superstes.27
Mem. II, 17, 9: Hec oratoris mors, at Philippica ipsa non moritur – id enim est
libri nomen
Mem. II, 37, 6: Illic [scil. “in eo libro qui inscribitur Orator”] tamen, ut ipsum libri
nomen indicat, oratorem instruit et ad contionandum acuit
Ot. II, 5, 95: in eo libro, cui Rerum humanarum nomen indidi28
Secr. Prohem.: Tuque ideo, libelle, conventus hominum fugiens, mecum mansisse
contentus eris, nominis proprii non immemor. Secretum enim meum es et diceris29
Vir. ill. Ninus 10: si tamen is liber cui Sapientie est nomen Philonis est proprius30
Vit. sol. II, 13: Ambrosius in Officiis suis, ubi cum in multis, tum in nomine ac
numero librorum Ciceronem sequitur31

2.1.2. Nomen as ‘salutation’?
In an article on the salutations in the correspondence of Abélard and Héloïse, Daniela Goldin Folena observes that the titulus and salutatio of a letter are synonyms
which refer to the foremost, epigraphic sequence of the text. In Petrarch’s case, as

26

Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, Contra eum qui maledixit Italie, a cura di Monica Berté, Firenze,
Le Lettere, 2005.
27
Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, Rerum memorandarum libri, edizione critica per cura di Giuseppe
Billanovich, Firenze, Sansoni, 1945.
28
Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, De otio religioso, a cura di Giulio Goletti, Firenze, Le Lettere, 2006.
29
Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, Secretum. Il mio segreto, a cura di Enrico Fenzi, Milano, Mursia,
1992, 98.
30
The lives of the Roman heroes in De viris illustribus are quoted from Francesco Petrarca, De viris
illustribus, vol. 1, edizione critica per cura di Guido Martellotti, Firenze, Sansoni, 1964. The reference
to the biographies of the universal series is to Francesco Petrarca, De viris illustribus. Adam–Hercules,
a cura di Caterina Malta, Messina, Centro Interdipartimentale di Studi Umanistici, 2008.
31
Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, De vita solitaria, a cura di Guido Martellotti. In Opere latine di
Francesco Petrarca, a cura di Antonietta Bufano, vol. 1, Torino, U.T.E.T., 1975, 262–565: 528.
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the scholar states, the salutatio of an epistle can be indicated as nomen as well, as
in the Fam. I, 1, 30:32
Quibus ego difficultatibus multum a me ipso differre compulsus sum; quod
ne michi ab iniquis iudicibus vitio verteretur, partim beneficio ignis obtinui,
partim tu michi prestiteris, si clanculum suppressoque nomine ista possederis.
Que si inter paucos superstites amicos occultare non potes, quoniam linceos
oculos habet amicitia nilque amicorum visui impervium est, admone ut siquid
horum apud eos substiterit, quamprimum abiciant, nequa in eis rerum aut
verborum mutatione turbentur.

In Goldin Folena’s opinion, Petrarch suggests to his friend Socrates, the addressee
of the collection, that he should eliminate the salutatio of the most disputable pieces of
the Familiar Letters to protect Petrarch against hostile critics. However, as the poet
declares, the problematic point of these epistles is that there is inconsistency in thought
and style (Fam. I, 1, 19–31). Since the inner contradictions cannot be eliminated by
withholding the single salutationes, it is more probable that the suppression of nomen
refers to the author’s name, further increasing the secrecy of the work – “clanculum
suppressoque nomine ista possederis”– in front of friends desirous of the poet’s writings. Another possible but rather improbable solution is that the suppression can extend
to the full inscriptio which contains the author’s name: in this second case a passage is
to be found in Petrarch33 where nomen would indeed mean ‘long title’.
2.2. Titulus
2.2.1. Titulus as ‘long title’
The word titulus means ‘long title’ unequivocally, if it incorporates some of the
elements indicated above, such as the name of the author or the name of the addressee. To the example given by Feo (Sen. XVI, 1, 19) several others can be added:
32
Daniela Goldin Folena, Frons salutationis epistolaris: Abelardo, Eloisa, Petrarca e la polimorfia del
titulus. In Da una riva e dall’altra. Studi in onore di Antonio D’Andrea, a cura di Dante Della Terza,
Fiesole (Firenze), Cadmo, 1995, 41–60: 49–50, 55.
33
Another example given by Goldin Folena to prove the synonymy of nomen and salutatio is exactly the
controversial SN praef., 4: “Qua in re et lectori consultum volui et michi, ut sicut in pastorio, de quo
loquebar, opusculo, sic in isto illic obscuritate quadam, hic scriptorum latebris ac silentio tutus sim, nec
solus ego, sed hi quoque quibus hec scripseram, quorum nomina sciens volensque subticui, ne, his forsan
in lucem erumpentibus, aut noxe si supererant, aut odio si obierint, illis sint, quasi hec eis potissimum
inscripserim quos scirem libentius audituros.” The scholar raises the question (ibid. 55. n. 34) of whether
“scriptorum” would not mean ‘of the writers’, so ‘of the correspondents’, as Petrarch explains: “ego […]
hi quoque quibus hec scripseram”. The question can be answered negatively, considering that the withholding of these “writers-correspondents” should protect the author as well, which does not seem plausible. Furthermore, in the next passages (SN praef., 5–6) Petrarch writes about the concealment of the
collection itself unequivocally. In any case, the word “nomina” is connected grammatically with “hi […]
quibus hec scripseram”, thus it simply means ‘names’, not ‘addresses’ (salutationes). Therefore, this
passage does not prove the synonymy of nomen and salutatio.
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1)

2)

3)

4)

Fam. XV, 6, 2: Neque tamen michi cum omnibus sed cum pessimis bellum est; ipse
literarum mearum [the Invective contra medicum] titulus indicio est: procaci enim
et insano medico inscribuntur
Fam. XIX, 3, 13: Quod autem ad te, Cesar, ita demum hoc te munere et eius libri
titulo dignum scito, si non fulgore nominis tantum aut inani dyademate, sed rebus
gestis et virtute animi illustribus te te viris ascripseris34
Vir. ill. XXI, x, 75: At captivus ille carthaginensis [scil. P. Terentius Afer] et
Carthagine natus, nulla quidem nisi errantium historia, sed libris suis ac librorum
titulis et sepulcri notus epygrammate libris plerunque vetustissimis ascripto
Vit. Terr. 14: ille Terrentius Culleo, hic Terrentius Afer, ut tituli huius operis
indicant35

2.2.2. Titulus as ‘short title’
Feo notes that although titulus is a codicological element in a conceptual sense, its
concrete use is not so rigid: it can equal nomen meaning ‘short title’, as in the cases
of Afr. IX, 235–236; Epyst. II, 9, 11–13; Rem. I, 43, 10; Sen. II, 4, 5; XVI, 1, 18
and in the rubricae of the single eclogues of the Bucolicum carmen in the autograph manuscript.36 Beside these passages the following ones can be enumerated:
1)

2)
3)

4)

5)
6)
7)

Fam. XVII, 10, 4: Elegans et plane argutus Iohannis Crisostomi tractatus est,
primo forsitan congressu mendacii frontem habens, at si acrius intueare, nichil
verius; est autem hic titulus: Nisi a semet ipso neminem ledi posse.
Fam. XVIII, 14, 11: Cicero, Tusculanarum Questionum titulo insignis
Ign. VI, 196–197: Videri autem prima fronte potuerit De mei ipsius ignorantia, nisi
aliud addidissem, novus libri titulus, non stupendus tamen ad memoriam revocanti
ut de ebrietate sua librum scripsit Antonius triumvir. Tanto enim hoc turpior
titulus ille est, quanto morum quam ingenii turpiora sunt vitia.
Inv. mal. 272: At Galliculus titulos grecos amat et quamvis scientiam forte nec
grecam habeat nec latinam, magnum se aliquid credit, dum Phisicam ructat,
Methaphisicam spuit.
Mem. III, 31, 1: Siquis erit forsitan qui magnam spem materie felicioris ex tituli
presentis [“De sapientia”: the title of the chapter] inspectione conceperit
Mem. IV, 14, 1: Quod si sic intelligitur, iam piget incepti: prestat titulum [“De
oraculis”: the title of the chapter] abradere.
Vit. sol. II, 1 (ed. Martellotti, 382): Illud ne expectaveris, ut transcribam tibi, quas
vocant patrum vitas. Quem libri titulum sumpsisse nostros a Marco Varrone
arbitror, qui et ipse de vitis patrum scripserat

In other cases titulus appears as ‘title’ without any specification, sometimes
closer to the meaning ‘long title’, sometimes closer to the meaning ‘short title’.37
34

The Emperor Charles IV asked Petrarch to dedicate the De viris illustribus to him; see Dotti, Vita di
Petrarca, op. cit., 303.
35
Quoted from Íñigo Ruiz Arzálluz, La Vita Terrentii de Petrarca, Roma–Padova, Antenore, 2010.
36
Feo, Fili petrarcheschi, op. cit., 20–21.
37
See Fam. IV, 15, 16; Inv. med. II, 117; Mem. II, 37, 7; Mem. Liber incertus [De modestia], 1, 2;
Sen. II, 4, 9; Vit. sol., I, 1 (ed. Martellotti, 274). Regarding the Invective contra medicum the refer-
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2.3. Inscriptio
Although the noun inscriptio is more rarely used by Petrarch to express ‘title’, its
verbal, infinitive and participal forms (inscribo, inscribere, inscriptus etc.) appear
frequently, meaning the act of writing a title, or address, or dedication. In general,
they indicate all or some of the elements of the ‘long title’,38 but Feo notes the semantic identity of the expressions “cui … est nomen” and “qui inscribitur”, where
both refer to the ‘short title’.39
2.3.1. Inscriptio (inscribere etc.) as ‘short title’
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)

9)
10)

11)

12)
13)
14)

Fam. I, 1, 43: Senece tragediam que inscribitur Octavia
Fam. II, 1, 21: in eo libro qui inscribitur Cato Maior
Fam. III, 6, 5: extat integer Ciceronis liber qui De fine bonorum et malorum
inscribitur
Fam. III, 9, 4: Est Apulei Madaurensis liber qui inscribitur Floridorum
Fam. IV, 3, 7: et in eo libro qui Cato Maior inscribitur
Fam. VI, 3, 36: Habes eius de senectute librum, qui inscribitur Cato Maior
Fam. X, 4, 34: liber meus […] qui inscribitur Africa
Gest. Ces. XXV, 2: horum siquidem tam paucorum spatio dierum, tam multas
inter curas poema scripsit, quod inscripsit “Iter”, quod illud scilicet in itinere
edidisset40
Ign. IV, 75: Inter cuntos tamen potentissime illi tres libri Ciceronis, quos de
Natura deorum inscriptos supra memini, sepe me excitant.
Inv. med. II, 117: Illic si tibi debitum locum putas, dic ubi vis inseri: parebitur;
sed verendum est ne quos ex omnibus seculis illustres, quantum hac ingenii
paupertate licuit, in unum contraxi, adventu tuo diffugiant, teque ibi solo
remanente mutandus libri titulus, neque De viris illustribus sed De insigni fatuo
inscribendum sit.
Mem. I, 25, 13: Ac ne vulgata inseram, lectorem, si forte nescit, admoneo extare
librum elegantem Apuleii madaurensis illustris platonici, qui liber inscribitur De
Platone
Mem. II, 37, 5: in eo libro qui inscribitur Orator
Mem. III, 46, 23: de tota hac re […] libri duo extant Marci Tullii accuratissime
compositi, qui inscribuntur De divinatione
Mem. III, 96, 3: Quis enim librum qui De Roberto rege inscriptus erit abiciat?

ence is to Francesco Petrarca, Invective contra medicum. Invectiva contra quendam magni status
hominem sed nullius scientie aut virtutis, a cura di Francesco Bausi, Firenze, Le Lettere, 2005.
38
In some cases inscriptio appears without any specification, e. g. in the SN 19, 10 cited above, and
in Rem. II, praef., 35: “Neque vero te moveat fortune nomen, non tantum in ipsis inscriptionibus sed
opere repetitum”; where inscriptio is a general ‘title’, although it is closer to the meaning ‘short title’.
The De remediis is quoted from Pétrarque, Les remèdes aux deux fortunes. De remediis utriusque
fortune. 1354–1366, vol. 1. Texte et traduction, texte établi et traduit par Christophe Carraud,
Grenoble, Millon, 2002.
39
Feo, Fili petrarcheschi, op. cit., 20.
40
Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, De gestis Cesaris, a cura di Giuliana Crevatin, Pisa, Scuola
Normale Superiore, 2003.
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15) Ot. II, 7, 186: Illud breve, sed ad probandum quod intenditur satis efficax,
attingam, quod in libro quem De deo Socratis inscripsit magnus platonicus scripsit
Apuleius.
16) Ot. II, 8, 55: in eo libro qui Orator inscribitur
17) Sen. II, 1, 54: Est illius [scil. Augustini] liber qui inscribitur Diversarum
questionum
18) Sen. II, 4, 9: non quidem perditum sed permixtum cum eo qui De brevitate vite
inscribitur
19) Sen. IV, 1, 15: Est et altior militaris disciplina que, ubicunque discatur, non nisi in
acie exercetur; et hec quidem ex iis primum libris constat qui «Rei Militaris» apud
nos, apud Grecos vero «Strategematicon» inscribuntur
20) Sen. VIII, 3, 19: Non michi qui De bona fortuna inscribitur Aristotilis libellus
ignotus est
21) Sen. VIII, 6, 12: Neque in hoc numero pretereundi sunt duo Iohannis Crisostomi
devotissimi libelli, quorum alter De reparatione lapsi, De compunctione cordis
alter inscribitur
22) Sen. XVI, 1, 20: quod ego perlegens conferensque cum illis qui inscribuntur De
laude philosophie
23) Vir. ill. XVIII, 69: in libro de senectute, qui Cato Maior inscribitur
24) Vit. sol., I, 1 (ed. Martellotti, 274): magnus ille Basilius librum parvum de solitarie
vite laudibus inscripsit

2.3.2. Inscriptio (inscribere etc.) as ‘long title’, ‘address’ or ‘dedication’
1)

Fam. I, 1, 20: Epycurus, philosophus vulgo infamis sed maiorum iudicio magnus,
epystolas suas duobus aut tribus inscripsit: Ydomeneo, Polieno et Metrodoro
2) Fam. VII, 7, 1: Idque quam cupide fecerim, inscriptus tibi exhortationum mearum
liber indicat
3) Fam. XII, 9γ, 2 (ed. Rossi, vol. III, 32, ad l. 6): [“Accesserant familiares epystole”]
ad amicos quattuor concives, e quibus alteram aspicies inscriptam tibi
4) Fam. XV, 6, 2: Neque tamen michi cum omnibus sed cum pessimis bellum est; ipse
literarum mearum titulus indicio est: procaci enim et insano medico inscribuntur
5) Fam. XV, 13, 1: Legisti confestimque remisisti epystolam illam tibi inscriptam eo
quod te capitalem hostem vitiorum noverim
6) Fam. XX, 5, 3: Proinde manu eius ad te Parthenias meus, quem petieras,
pervenisse debuit his ipsis digitis exaratus, nec non et carmen breve, quod inter
epystolas tibi inscriptas prohemii locum tenet.
7) Fam. XXII, 3, rubrica: Ad Barbatum Sulmonensem, cum epystolari carmine illi inscripto
8) Fam. XXII, 3, 1: Diu multumque dubius fui, Barbate carissime, an epystolas metricas olim tibi inscriptas aliquando mitterem an vero supprimerem et penitus abderem
9) Fam. XXIII, 12, 30: Scripsit ad Neronem Seneca et quod miremur, de clementia;
qui liber quantum illi cui inscribitur profuerit, toto orbe notissimum est.
10) Fam. XXIV, 2, rubrica: Ad Pulicem Vicentinum poetam, de materia et causa
sequentium epystolarum Ciceroni ac Senece et reliquis inscriptarum
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11) Fam. XXIV, 2, 6: inter multas enim ad coetaneos meos scriptas, pauce ibi
varietatis studio et ameno quodam laborum diverticulo antiquis illustrioribus
inscribuntur
12) Fam. XXIV, 12, 2: nam libellus ille vulgo qui tuus fertur, etsi cuius sit non constet,
tibi excerptus tibique inscriptus, tuus utique non est
13) Fam. XXIV, 13, 4: preter has enim ultimas veteribus inscriptas illustribus
14) Gest. Ces. XIV, 50: tunc conspecte [litere] a quodam milite detrahuntur et ad
ipsum cui inscripte erant Ciceronem perlate atque in concilio militum recitate
magna omnes fiducia et gaudio replevere
15) Post. 29: ostensamque sibi [scil. Roberto regi] Africam illam meam, qua
usqueadeo delectatus est ut eam sibi inscribi magno pro munere posceret
16) Sen. I, 1, 5: Itaque siquid tale michi deinceps vel amicorum instantia vel rerum
necessitas extorserit […], totum tibi inscribere est animus, cui prosam
familiariorem scio esse quam carmen.
17) Sen. II, 4, 2: Scribis te vidisse opuscula nuper aliquot, quedam quoque vulgaria,
meo nomine inscripta
18) Sen. II, 4, 7: Nam is quidem liber Martini cuiusdam est epyscopi, ad Mironem
quendam regem ab auctore suo inscriptus Formula vite honeste.
19) Sen. II, 5, 12: Eas [scil. literas] cum legisset Alexander, ignoto signatas anulo, ipsi
cui inscripte erant per cretensem quendam militem dari fecit
20) Sen. III, 1, 22: Proinde nunquam inscriptio prima mutabitur; quod vivo virentique
viro olim spopondi, solvam cineri arido, solvam nudo nomini: quicquid id [scil.
“opus epystolare”: the Seniles] erit, ad Simonidem meum erit.
21) Sen. III, 4, 6: iuvenile opus, epystolaris liber lege carminis astrictus sibi [scil.
Barbato] totus inscribitur
22) Sen. V, 1, 11: ultimum oravit ut librum Vite solitarie olim, dum cavallicensis
ecclesie presul esset, in rure suo scriptum et ei inscriptum, aliquando sibi
mitterem
23) Sen. VI, 5, 2: Primum [scil. “libellum”: the De vita solitaria] tibi inscripsi illorum
tunc locorum presuli
24) Sen. X, 1, 54: Librum Vite solitarie quem ad solitudinis tue solatium requiris, in
presens mittere nequeo. Duos namque necdum plures habui: alterum tu portasti,
tuo ultimo digressu, ad illum cui inscriptus est […]; alter penes me substitit
25) Sen. XIII, 5, rubrica: Ad Donatum Apenninigenam grammaticum, cum libello
quodam sibi inscripto
26) Sen. XV, 6, 16: queso ut […] contra canem illum rabidum Averroim […] opusculum unum scribas et michi illud inscribas, seu tunc vivus ero, seu interim abiero
27) Sen. XV, 15, 4: quartus et trigesimus annus est ex quo acta sunt hec […], toto
ante decennio quam, in rure tuo positus, Solitarie tibi vite libros inscriberem.
28) Sen. XVI, 1, 19: Statim enim affuit non liber, sed falsa libri ipsius inscriptio, quod
sciens narro, nequando tibi, quod ˂non˃ impossibile arbitror, idem qui michi
illusit error obreperet.
29) Sen. XVI, 1, 27: Quotidie enim libros inchoabat mirabilium inscriptionum
30) Sen. XVI, 3, 6: Tibi, amice, si, inscriptus licet alteri [the De vita solitaria,
dedicated to Philippe de Cabassole], probatur, non minori michi est gaudio
31) Sen. XVI, 9, 8: Lege Ambrosii epystolas Valentiniano ac Theodosio principibus
inscriptas
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32) SN praef., 4: quasi hec eis potissimum inscripserim quos scirem libentius
audituros
33) Var. 22: Tibi equidem quodcumque michi est epistolare carmen inscripsi, quod ne
pridem acceperis non mea, sed scriptorum culpa est41
34) Var. 55 (ed. Pancheri, 334): Epistolam illi [to the cardinal Talleyrand] inscriptam
quamvis longiusculam, plura tamen volentis dicere animi nunciam, efficacissima
vocis tuae auctoritate confirma, interpretare, iustifica.
35) Vit. sol., Prohem. (ed. Martellotti, 266): Id michi quoque si vel pro ingenii
mediocritate, vel pro non mediocri glorie cupiditate […] providendum est, quid
primum prestare nitar, nisi ut sicut ego a negotiis, sic ab otio meo procul absit
inertia? et siquid forte mansurum scripsero, his potissimum inscribam, quorum
glorie quadam velut partecipatione clarescere tenebrisque resistere valeam, quas
michi temporum fusca profunditas et nominum consumptrix illustrium obliviosa
posteritas intentant?
36) Vit. sol. II, 11 (ibid., 490): huius [scil. Dandami] vero non epystola, sed cum ipso
rege [scil. Alexandro] colloquium extat, […] in eo libro quem de Bragmanarum
vita suo [scil. Ambrosii] nomine inscriptum supra retuli

2.4. Partial conclusions
It is evident that the use of the words which mean ‘title’ is not too rigorous: titulus
can indicate both the ‘short title’ and the ‘long title’ of a work, as well as the salutatio of a letter; in the same way, inscriptio can mean ‘short title’, ‘long title’,
‘salutation’ and ‘address’ or ‘dedication’, in its different forms. However, Feo’s
most important argument, that nomen cannot refer to the ‘long title’, has been
proved to be valid. There is no passage where nomen as ‘title’ would incorporate
the elements of titulus or inscriptio. Only a few cases can be found in Petrarch’s
works where nomen (although in itself it means ‘name’ unequivocally), in a special
expression, can be associated with the address or dedication (thus indirectly with
the ‘long title’):
1)

2)

3)

41

Epyst. II, 1, 90–91: sub nomine crescit / Africa nostra suo [scil. Roberti regis]42
The poem Africa is dedicated to Robert of Anjou, King of Naples (“grows under
his name”).
Fam. V, 16, 1: Epystolam sub tuo nomine descriptam perdidi.
Petrarch informs Guido Sette that he has lost a letter written “under his name”,
which means that it is addressed to him.
Fam. XII, 7, 3: Quam rem brevi nuper carmine questus sum, quod in epystolis tuum nomen habentibus prohemii locum tenet.

Quoted from Francesco Petrarca, Lettere disperse. Varie e Miscellanee, a cura di Alessandro
Pancheri, Milano, Fondazione Pietro Bembo – Parma, Ugo Guanda, 1994, 272.
42
Quoted from Francisci Petrarchae poëmata minora quae exstant omnia. Poesie minori del
Petrarca, [a cura di Domenico Rossetti], voll. I–III, Milano, Società Tipografica de’ Classici Italiani,
1829–1834: vol. II, 1831, 102.
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Petrarch writes that he has lamented King Robert’s death in that epistle in verse to
Barbato da Sulmona which serves as a preface to the Epystole “containing his
name” – dedicated to him.
Fam. XVIII, 7, 7: Epystolas quidem meas aliquot tuo sub nomine descriptas ad te
non pervenisse scio.
Petrarch informs Francesco Nelli that he knows that some of his letters addressed
to the friend (“written under his name”) were not delivered.
Fam. XX, 12, 8: Denique nuper librum scribere sub tuo nomine ceperat
In a letter to the friend Lelius Petrarch commemorates a common friend from Milan who shortly before his death started writing a work dedicated to Lelius (a work
“under his name”).
Sen. VI, 5, 13: Denique pristinum illud nomen abradere parvi epyscopi sed
ingentis viri non sustinuit manus, quod insigni totiens honestavit epygrammate,
quod adhuc michi predulciter sonat, sub quo et multa diversis a me scripta
temporibus, nominatim liber ille et ego, tibi familiaris effectus, multos tecum, in
tua illa parva quidem sed honesta civitate inque illo tuo rure inopi sed quieto,
letos ac placidos dies egi, sub quo nomine multa ad te familiariter scripsi que
mutari iam non poterant.
Petrarch explains to Philippe de Cabassole, once bishop of Cavaillon and later
nominated Patriarch of Jerusalem, why he did not change the dedication of the De
vita solitaria, written to a friend, according to the friend’s new rank: if he had
changed the dedication of the work, he would have had to change the addresses of
the letters to Cabassole as well (letters written “under that name”), which he could
not do.

Although Daniela Goldin Folena’s observation (that Petrarch designates as nomen the initial part of a letter which has the formal properties of the salutatio and
which is traditionally called titulus)43 does not seem to be proved, it can be claimed
that the expressions “sub nomine alicuius (de)scribere epystolam / librum” and
“inscribere alicui epystolam / librum” are semantically identical, expressing ‘the
act of writing address or dedication’. However, this does not imply the semantic
identity of the nouns nomen and inscriptio as philological terms. Thus, Feo’s differentiation remains valid.
2.5. “Nomen obstat inscriptioni”
Although Feo’s argumentation is grammatically correct and he hopes that his interpretation is irrefutable,44 it has some problematic points. First of all, his historical
43

Goldin Folena, Frons salutationis epistolaris, op. cit., 55; Ead., Familiarium rerum liber. Petrarca e
la problematica epistolare. In Alla lettera. Teorie e pratiche epistolari dai Greci al Novecento, a cura
di Adriana Chemello, Milano, Guerini, 1998, 51–82: 69–71; Ead., Pluristilismo del Familiarium
rerum liber. In Motivi e forme delle Familiari di Francesco Petrarca. Gargnano del Garda (2–5
ottobre 2002), a cura di Claudia Berra, Milano, Cisalpino, 2003, 261–290: 272. n. 26.
44
Michele Feo, L’epistola come mezzo di propaganda politica in Francesco Petrarca. In Le forme
della propaganda politica nel Due e nel Trecento, a cura di Paolo Cammarosano, Roma, École
Française de Rome, 1994, 203–221: 213.
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support relative to Ovid’s Amores is possible but it cannot be proved. Feo states
that Petrarch used the medieval title of the Amores – the Sine titulo –, changing that
phrase to Sine nomine, which seemed more correct to him.45 However, since Petrarch never mentions the title of the Ovidian work, we are not in a position to know
which of the titles he actually knew. It seems certain that Sine titulo was familiar to
him, but his knowledge of the correct title cannot be excluded either. In any case,
considering Petrarch’s ambivalent opinion on Ovid as well,46 the direct connection
that Feo makes between the Ovidian Sine titulo and the Petrarchan Sine nomine
does not seem more than an unproven assumption.47 If the analogy really exists, it
still does not make Feo’s theory valid, because when the Medieval accessus interpret the title Sine titulo, they emphasize the absence of the addressee instead of that
of the title.48 Thus, the connection would exist due to the lack of the name of the
addressees in both works.
In any case, the main problem is that Feo’s interpretation lacks inner arguments
in the Liber sine nomine, while those readings which associate the title with the
absence of the names in some way, can find support in several parts of the work.49
In the passage of the Preface quoted above, Petrarch declares that he has hidden
the name of his correspondents; then, in the fourth and the eleventh letters, he
states that he does not sign these missives.50 But the most important passage is that
of the nineteenth epistle (SN 19, 10), quoted already in the first subsection, where
Petrarch turns to the Emperor, alluding to the title of the collection as well. It is a
posterior insertion, but probably from the same year that the first half of the letter
was committed to paper (1359),51 or from 1361 at the latest.52 It may be presumed
45

Feo, Fili petrarcheschi, op. cit., 23.
See Luca Marcozzi, Petrarca lettore di Ovidio. Studi (e testi) italiani, No. 6 (2000), 57–104.
47
I would like to thank the professor Luca Marcozzi for the information about Petrarch’s relationship
with Ovid’s work.
48
Goldin Folena, Frons salutationis epistolaris, op. cit., 49 and n. 25.
49
Although they do not establish any direct logical connection between the title and the absence of
names, the absence itself is also emphasized by a note by the scribe of Cambridge, Peterhause, ms.
81, f. 188ra: “Prologus. Veritatem esse crimen capitale et idcirco nomen scribentis et eius cui scribitur in hiis epistolis subticentur”; and by Filippo Villani in his Petarch biography, Solerti, Le vite, op.
cit., 279: “et quia ambitionis et avaritiae clericorum fuit mordacissimus insectator, collegit ex omnibus epistolis suis, obmissis recipientium nominibus, quasdam epistolas integras, quarumdam vero
particulas, in quibus praecipue contra clericos aliquid invexerat, et ipsa omnia in volumen unum,
praemisso prohemio, compilavit, cui libro titulus est Sine nomine.”
50
SN 4, 33: “Ego ipse, qui vobis hec scribo et forte pro veritate non recusem mori, si mea mors collatura aliquid reipublice videatur, nunc taceo, neque his ipsis ad vos scriptis meum nomen adicio, stilum
ipsum sufficere arbitratus, hoc adiecto, civem Romanum esse qui loquitur.” SN 11, 14: “Huic autem
epystole neque manum meam neque anulum neque locum neque tempus apposui. Scis ubi sum et
vocem loquentis agnoscis.”
51
Ernest H. Wilkins, Petrarch’s Eight Years in Milan, Cambridge, Mass., The Mediaeval Academy
of America, 1958, 202.
52
Petrarcas Briefwechsel mit deutschen Zeitgenossen, hrsg. von Paul Piur, Berlin, Weidmann, 1933, 216.
46
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that the composition of the work had already been finished at the time; at least it
already had a title (inscriptio) which does not seem provisional if Petrarch refers to
it in the last letter. It is worth citing the sentence in question again:
Ad te michi nunc sermo est, invictissime regum nostri temporis, quem non
nomino, quando et nomen obstat inscriptioni et abunde te nominat ipsa rerum
ac glorie magnitudo.

Petrarch declares that the name (nomen) is opposed to the title (inscriptio). In
the first subsection of this study, it was already concluded that this opposition must
arise due to an element of the title which cannot be anything else but the phrase
sine nomine. Although it cannot be completely excluded that Petrarch was inconsistent, or that he was playing a retorical game with the two different meanings of
the word nomen – ‘name’ in this passage and ‘(short) title’ in the inscriptio of work
–, it can, with due caution, be claimed that the author of the Liber sine nomine established a logical connection between the withholding of a name and the title of
the collection, saying: “I do not call you by name, since to name you goes against
the title of this book”.53 Although the sentence is no more than an indirect allusion,
it cannot be underestimated as being the only textual indication within the work to
interpret the title. Moreover, since the reference is made by Petrarch himself, it
seems to carry enough authority to cast some doubt on Feo’s explanation.
3. Conclusion: partial results and doubts instead of a definitive solution
The initial purpose of the author of this study was to re-examine the arguments of
the two main interpretations of the title Liber sine nomine, attempting to decide
which of them can be considered correct. However, the research led to the only
firm conclusion that none of these readings are perfectly satisfactory: while the
“traditional” interpretation (‘Letters without addressees’) is grammatically doubtful, Feo’s explanation (‘Book without a title’) seems to be in contradiction with
Petrarch himself in SN 19, 10. The only method to preserve it would be by dispensing with the passage quoted above, but that does not seem to be a viable solution. A
possible but perhaps less elegant way to overcome the grammatical problems is
what Norman P. Zacour and Nicholas Mann proposed, namely that the title would
simply mean ‘Book without a name’, alluding to the name of the addressees in an
indirect way.54 This reading can be supported by the fact that Petrarch most fre53

Petrarch’s Book without a Name, op. cit., 120.
See Zacour’s introduction, ibid., 21; and Nicholas Mann, Petrarca, edizione italiana a cura di Gian
Carlo Alessio e Luca Carlo Rossi, Milano, LED, 1993, 38–39. Zacour also notes – correctly – that
Petrarch omitted the names of any contemporaries from the work. Thus, the concealment is not restricted to the addressees exclusively – whose names are absent from every part of the letters –, but it
extends to the author’s sign, to the proper names of the censured people and to every mentioned
friend’s name. Such a complete cancellation of names would be in consonance with the theory of the
“hated truth” (see the Preface of the work), which is a topos of the classical and Medieval satires, and
54
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quently uses the word nomen in the meaning of ‘name’, and in his works the phrase
sine nomine itself occurs exclusively with the meaning ‘without a name’.55 However, these concordances in themselves do not allow far-reaching conclusions.
Therefore, of the two questions raised in the introduction of this study only one
has been answered with high probability: on the basis of a passage of the nineteenth letter it can be stated that the original title of the collection was Liber sine
nomine, and this title does not seem to have been provisional but to have been deliberately created by Petrarch himself. At the same time, in default of solid points
of reference, the problem of the interpretation of the title has not yet been solved.
However, the re-examination does not seem to be futile, either: if this study manages to reopen a question which was believed to be concluded in recent times, it
may be the first step towards finding the exact interpretation of the title of one of
Petrarch’s most interesting writings.

it would generalize Petrarch’s critiques as a “spokesman of the Verity” who does not flagellate individual men but rather vices, not motivated by hatred but by indignatio. However, a possible reference
of the title to this general withholding of names cannot be proved philologically by a specific passage.
55
Epyst. I, 9, 14–16, Francisci Petrarchae poëmata minora, op. cit., vol. III, 1834, 94 (referring to
the author’s name); Fam. I, 11, 1 (referring to the name of the criticised person); Sen. XVI, 5, 9 (referring to the name of the addressee); cp. Inv. mal. 154; Vir. ill. XXI, xi, 3 and Vit. sol. II, 6 (ed.
Martellotti, 430).

The Portrait of the Prince
Image, Poetry and Morality in Zsigmond Kemény’s novel
Pál Gyulai
HOJDÁK, GERGELY
In terms of poetic composition, Zsigmond Kemény’s Pál Gyulai is probably the fanciest Hungarian romantic novel, although it is the first literary work that this outstanding Transylvanian writer published, in 1847. It could easily win international acclaim
among specialists in Romanticism, if it were translated into one of the widely spoken
foreign languages.1 This essay attempts to interpret the novel from a primarily mediological point of view, focusing on a small number of scenes, and discussing some
relationships between certain images, poetic interpretation and ethical issues.
1. Around a fictitious portrait
In terms of cultural history, the plot of this romantic novel takes place in the late
Renaissance Period of Transylvania, roughly between 1581 and 1613 (from the funeral of Voivode Kristóf Báthory to the death of Prince Zsigmond
Báthory). In the first chapter of the novel, the elite courtier Pál
Gyulai presents a fictitious portrait of the latter prince of Transylvania, the nine-year-old Zsigmond Báthory. The portrait had been
ordered by István Báthory, the present Prince of Transylvania, who
is also King of Poland (Transylvania and Poland formed a personal
union at that time). Old Báthory wishes to take a good look at his
successor-to-be, who lives far from the Polish court. Essentially, the
scene draws upon a chronicled anecdote, which may have been
fairly popular in Kemény’s political club (Barta 1967: 60). As a
matter of fact, the portrait of the prince is in a postion of multiple
mediations: in the first place, it is supposed to bridge the spatial,
geographical gap between Poland and Transylvania; in the second,
it is destined to give a ‘truthful description’ of the young prince’s
character to the old king. Finally, as for us only some portraits of
the adult Zsigmond Báthory are available, the fictitious picture may symbolize the
essential absence of the ‘self’, while, together with the later portraits, it may also
contribute to a whole ‘visual narrative’ about the transformation of a personality.

1
For the literary quotes, I owe thanks to Thomas Cooper, who wrote his thesis on this novel. Unfortunately, I cannot attach the Hungarian text because of its length. References are given to the respective page numbers of the first edition (Kemény 1847).
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My hypothesis is that the fictitious portrait is the allegory of an ungraspable and
mediologically problematic self, a common problem of Renaissance Humanism
and the Romantic Period, which reveals the very structure of sub-jectivity, i.e. a
modern person’s ‘sojourn’ behind (or before) him- or herself (‘praes-entia’) in
being exposed to the eyes of others (including somebody’s own eyes watching
him- or herself in the mirror, or, especially, from a good portrait of his or her own)
(Nancy 2000). Consequently, the desirable resemblence of the portrait is actually
an illustrative « différance », in other worlds, the allegory of a hermeneutical void.2
It refers to an essential absence, which does not recall any specific matter (neither a
Hegelian Idea, nor God’s confirmatory presence like a sacred icon), but discloses
the constitutive deficiency of a human subject in and for itself – which is evidently
the source of personal desires and suffering (Nancy 2000).
As an interesting prelude or introduction to the scene, the narrator, in ‘his’ attempt to mediate between the 16th century (the time of the plot) and the 19th century (his own time and that of his ‘implicit readers’) compares the Renaissance
painting with 19th century photography (i.e. the daguerreotype). In ‘his’ opinion,
the rise of photography indicates the down-grading of culture, prefering a ‘servile
imitation’ to the ‘half-idealization’ technique of the Renaissance.3 The concept of
half-idealisation, allegedly being a parameter of Renaissance painting, refers to a
primarily romantic expectation towards painters: they express the ‘real’ personality
of the model by highlighting the most peculiar features in the picture. It must be
emphasised that this expectation is not obvious at all, but rather the outcome of
certain changes in the history of culture. In Hans Belting’s view, for instance, the
origin of portrait painting has nothing to do with psychological investigations, but
rather with the self-representation of the early bourgeoisie (in contrast with the
aristocratic ‘dynastic I’, the historical medium of which was the coat of arms).
Having been applied at church donations or at family prayers, portraits served a
religious function first, and later interwove with certain mediological problems of
humanist self-representation (Beltin 2011: 63–81). The intuitive approach of the
reception of images, which offers the possibility of a direct insight into the model’s
psychological profile by ‘reading’ the traces of divine revelation and of nature,
conceives of early German Romanticism, which could be somewhat of an authority
for Kemény. For example, the allusion to hieroglyphs (see below) is well known
from The Disciples At Sais by Novalis or the Outpourings of an Art-Loving Friar
by Wackenroder, both representing the romantic theory of a proto-language (Ursprache), which leaves the sign-like charachter of mediation in abeyance (Orosz
2004: 770). Physiognomy-studies, which influenced Western literature (Balzac,
2

Mieke Bal uses this term in the sense of a given political-mediological-personal constellation, which
came to light through the rise of portrait painting in the western culture. (cf. Bal 1991: 1–24)
3
Kemény’s distaste for photography, like the opposite attitude (an uncritical enthusiasm) is rather
typical in the era (cf. Bredenkamp 2004; Sontag 2002)
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Chaucer, Dickens, Hardy, Charlotte Brontë, Oscar Wilde, Poe etc.) through the
Swiss pastor Johann Kaspar Lavater, briefly an intimate friend of Goethe, have
expectations of the same nature (Porter 2003: 495–7; Shookman 1993).
To give an example of half-idealisation, the narrator provides the faithful portrait of an aristocratic lady who turns red as a knight dares to take a single glance at
her alabaster-white shoulders, but proudly steps into the bath – like Diana before
her hunting-dogs – with nothing on in front of her male servants’ hungry looks.
That is, the portraiture is said to represent the ‘real personality’ of the model more
faithfully than what her face may have shown to the painter. Presumably, the example itself may be a literary allusion to a popular painting which represents the
tragic encounter of Diana and Actaeon (for example Titian, the Renaissance maestro, whom Kemény conjured up in his next novel as well, made an illustrious painting of the story).4
At this stage of the novel, the narrator seems to be firmly convinced of this very
‘truth’ of the portrait:
And was there not, in this approach, a higher fidelity than in the miserliness
of stingy imitation? The portrait of the Transylvanian prince was astonishingly perfect, but in the former sense. (Kemény 1847: I/9)

In presenting the portrait, Gyulai also makes positive comments on its artistic
achievement: “both the depiction of character and the execution demonstrate remarkable skill.” (Kemény 1847: I/12) But as the proud king discovers that the features of his nephew resembles those of his mother in the portait – who was the
offspring of an inferior family – he declares ominously:
I am weak and old…and the picture of him – he shook his head – displeases
me. My laddie Gyulai, it displeases me. (…) I augur no good for Transylvania. I do not. (Kemény 1847: I/12)

In answer to this, Gyulai – a symbol of immovable fidelity throughout the novel
– delivers, in defence of the child prince, a long apology, which is, simultaneously,
a philippic against painting (or visual representations in general). Gyulai’s apology
necessarily rewrites his former opinion about the given portrait, while it undermines the earlier self-confidence of the narrator, as well:
My dear Lord – Gyulai replied passionately - the hand of the artist creates
even when it imitates. If it should place two lines a hair's breath closer, the
transgression appears in the shift of distance. If it emphasizes a wrinkle, the
machination is clear. If the artist's brush is but a shade paler than the tinge of
life... lo, the whole legion of dark intentions swarms onto the canvas. Thus
the last layer, that completes and cleanses a painting, is not of dead or false
substance, but originates in our hearts and shines through our eyes onto the
4

In Swirls of the heart the persons behold one of Titian’s paintings (The three ages of man) in a
Venetian gallery, which serves an important poetic function in the novel (cf. Bényei 1997: 262).
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canvas…this affinity. And, Your Majesty, according to old sayings portraiture was invented by a love struck shepherd girl, and in centuries long past
was more an instrument of reverence around the funeral pyre. Its ancient purpose, it seems, was more to appease the heart than to deliver up accusatory
information regarding some character to the judgment of our acquisitive
minds. (…) This picture has many flaws. – Gyulai gazed closely at Torino's
work. – Distortions and blunders everywhere. I do not know where, in which
spots, or with which compounds. The Italian captivated my mind and put a
veil over my eyes. This painting is bad: because Your Majesty does not approve of Zsigmond. But – who would deny it – there are some strokes, there
must be, that are flawless copies and strikingly faithful. I would not dare say
which, and I cannot choose. For Your Majesty considers the man designated
to rule an ill omen. But the ability to read the countenance of a man is no science, it is barely groping, not even that. Perhaps someday our descendants
will read the secret writings of the pyramids, the chronicle of Egypt that has
been carved into granite, as tirelessly as we read of the wisdom of Salomon
and the sentiments of David. Perhaps the stone animals, the cinnamon sealed
off from the air, the dappled garments of the mummies will some day tell
dumbstruck humanity the stories of one-thousand mute years, must as ink and
paper divulge to us the secrets of more recent centuries, the sufferings, joys,
deeds, and dreams of muscles that have turned to dust, blood that has vanished into thin air, and paling bones. This is all quite possible. But nature
forges its riddles more cunningly than man. This face will never reveal more
to our presentiments than misleading information. The letters of the soul are
deeds, not strokes. (Kemény 1847: I/16–18)

Gyulai’s oration is very smart – no wonder: he is courtier. On the one hand, he
points out how important a function painting (or visual representation in general)
serves in human recollection, that is, in recalling (the traces of) the absent. The allusion to the ‘love struck shepherd girl’ may recall Pliny’s myth about the young Corinthian girl (Historia Naturalis, 79 BC) who, being deeply in love with a young
man about to depart on a long journey, traced the profile of his shadow as it was
thrown upon the wall by a lamp. The young man never returns, and the drawing, in
time, becomes a substitute for him in his absence. This theory sounds suprisingly
up-to-date to me. In Hans Belting’s view, the anthropological function of images
originates from the essential human desire (historically that of prehistoric tribes) to
‘re-animate’ the dead, namely a departed person’s spirit – the trace or absence of his
place within the tribe – by embodying it in a visual medium. For example, a ritual
artefact of the Neolotic era represents a human face made of a skull (for the head),
of clay (for the skin), and shells (for the eyes) (Beltin 2005: 307–308). The aesthetics of the abovementioned Wackenroder also assigns an important role to recollection: as if the real nature of the ‘things’ showed up only in a contemplative process,
that is, recollecting and beholding the seen with the “inner eyes” (Orosz 2004: 769).
On the other hand, Gyulai actually discredits painting (or visual representation
techniques in general) in the name of somewhat more intellectual ethical values,
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and finally he denies that a portrait could serve as a decisive factor in the process of
making judgements about the model (the person, the ‘original’). For that matter,
the oration abounds in ethically laden expressions (“transgression”, “machination”,
“dark intentions” etc.) and it concludes in the statement that “the letters of the soul
are deeds, not strokes”, which is completely in line with Gyulai’s character; he is a
par excellence ‘ethical person’ in the novel. However, it is not unproblematic to
imagine a judge who is able to put certain elements of the visual representation
aside, including the reconstruction of the case under scrutiny and the telling gestures of the participants. As a matter of fact, many aspects of ethics and psychology
do seem to rely on different visual representation techniques.
2. Mediological implications
In Gyulai’s argumentation the “letters of the soul” (the spirit or character) shines
through a sequence of material media, including the model’s eyes and face, the
canvas or the paper, and, finally the receiver’s eyes and mind. At every stage of the
mediation process, the following distortions may occur: 1. the prime medium (face)
is an extremly elaborated product of Nature, i.e. a quasi-divine entity, also serving
as the source of imagination: this is still very much in line with the Romantic tradition; 2. the secondary medium (the portrait) is the product of an artist, who is inclined to alter ‘reality’ (i.e. nature) because of his excessive imagination: “The
hand of the artist creates even when it imitates”; 3. The reciever’s mind tends to
‘read’ the strokes (as letters) according to their own affinities.
Apropos of the elaborate frame of the portrait Gyulai remarks that “the precious
materials competed with the mastery of fashioning, and finally they became subjected to it” (Kemény 1847: I/12 – my italics). However, his great monologue on the
artistic spirit, which allegedly vanquishes even the most precious materials, is suddenly interrupted by the king’s cry of pain because of his gouty knees. When Gyulai
looks at him with compassion, the text reads like this: “Nothing – says the king
being ashamed that the tyranny of the material is about to overcome his spirit.”
(Kemény 1847: I/13 – my italics). It is somewhat remarkable that only a few words
after Gyulai announced the final triumph of the artistic spirit over the precious materials, the most precious material of all (i.e. the king’s body) is ready to overcome the
spirit again. Nonetheless, the attentive reader would say that the transient material
has still been overcome in a certain sense: somewhat a ‘transubstantiation’ into the
‘material’ of a literary work. The language – through different material media such
as the papers of a book or the Hungarian Electronic Library – has preserved the
literary figure of the king (symbolically speaking: his portrait). Analogically, the
adequate answer to the question of whether the ‘spirit’ (or fame) of the king does
live among us, as certain humanistic and romantic authors expected, could be none
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but of mediological nature (‘in a certain sense’). This answer evidently gives a black
look to the today readers as well, so long as we live in a mortal body.5
Gyulai’s argumentation asserts that it is easier to decode ‘writing’ (from hieroglyphs to block letters) than painting, and that writing is a more credible medium
than painting, though it is also far from being perfect mediation, since, eventually,
”the letters of the soul are deeds, not strokes.” Now, both writing and painting consist of ‘strokes’ – writing is a visual medium which rests on the visual difference
between the character and the homogeneous background, for example a stone tablet, paper or background radiation, to which we attach sounds while coding or decoding (subvocalisation or reading out loud). Deeds, as opposed to the visual media, belong to the field of ethics or psychology, so they can deceive the eye far less:
deeds are more trustworthy. So the norm in Gyulai’s argumentation appears to be
something like this: “the less visual, the more spiritual, and (thus) credible.” Besides the obvious counter-arguments to such a hierarchy in the age of the ‘pictural
revolution’, who would size up the exact proportion of the different representation
techniques in ‘judging the deeds’?
In contrast with his protagonist, Kemény regarded painting as a true model for
writing. He entered the following words (this time a ‘real’ ekphrasis) into his diary
on 13 August, 1846, that is, during the time he was working on the novel Pál Gyulai:
There were three beautiful landscapes – from foreign lands. One of them
made a particularly unusual impression on me. It depicted an evening sky
with lightening. The depiction was not strained, and everything in it had been
attained with the simplest means. A single stroke indicated that in the middle
of the landscape there was a lake, on the waters of which the glimmer of the
lightening was reflected. It was as grand in its genre as the scene in one of
Sophocles’ dramas when the father chides a young Greek leader at length and
the girl sighs: father, how you have begrieved me! – and in these few words
the girl’s love for the boy is revealed. – As a draughtsman I could never use a
mere single stroke to create an impression, and as an author I would never hit
upon such exquisitely simple phrasing in my dialogues. I am a declamatory
man, full of sparkle. (Ács & Benkő 1974: 143)

The unusual charachteristics of Kemény’s language (somewhat overladen with
prolific metaphors, vernacular words and neologisms, or archaic tenses and syntax), being capable of integrating different poetic forms (prose, drama, lira, diary,
letter) according to the Schlegelian theory of the novel, reformed Hungarian prose,
as several monographers have already stated (cf. Gyulai 1989: 93–9; Barta 1967;
Nagy 1972: 43–53; Szegedy-Maszák 2007: 86–90; Cooper 2002). Gottfried Boehm
considers the flexible contrasts between the precise and lively narration of the facts
(Kemény often writes such laconic sentences in order to accelerate the action), and
5

Hans Belting connects the boom of European portrait painting exactly to this complex and bewildering mediological problem (Belting 2011: 62–83).
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the rhetorical techniques apt for making them picturesque (that is, a declamatory
style full of sparkle) as the linguistic basis for the neat ekphrasis (Boehm 1995). In
this early novel by Kemény, it seems as if the proportion between the two lost its
balance at times, as if the tropes threatened to absorb the outstanding intellectual
flexibility which kept the narrative in motion. Is it in fact necessary to write a 10line passage evoking the “whole” wildlife of the jungle – asks Miklós Nagy – in
order to express the protagonist’s astonishment at the decision of the royal council
(Nagy 1972: 51)? A partial explanation resides in the emphatic cross-over ambitions of the Romantic theorist-poets, who, struggling with the limits of linguistic
expression, regularly reflected on the confines of (theoretically) single sensory,
semiotic or discursive fields. Characterising the Romantic period, Neuman and
Oesterle speak of a ‘mediological crisis’, which resulted in regular games played
with letters, sounds and tropes inside the semiotics of the language (Doorman
2004). That is how the Romantics revealed the danger inherent in any endeavour
aiming at mediological homogeneity (such as the Enlighted idea of a ’universal
language’ or the well-known ambition of modernist painting to get rid of the referential function of language in the name of ’pure visuality’), which may jeopardise
“the heterogeneity principle of the world as the linguistic and cultural basis for
individuality.” (Kulcsár Szabó 1999: 51). It makes it so much more interesting that
W. J. T. Mitchell, a prominent theorist and critic of ‘visual culture’, who always
stresses that the theoretically dissociated senses and signs are unified in real life,
and refer to each other in the process of a sensuous and hermeneutical round dance
(Mitchell 2007: 395–99), still insists on maintaining the Romantic privilege of
poetry, somewhat in the sense in which Novalis describes it as an extremly flexible
inter-medium (between painting and music for instance) (Novalis 1969: 459), capable of bridging huge sensuous and semiotic contrasts and great distances:
The crucial rule of ekphrasis, however, is that the ’other’ medium, the visual,
graphic, or plastic object, is never made visible or tangible except by way of
the medium of language. One might call ekphrasis a form of nesting [one
medium appears inside another as its content] without touching or suturing, a
kind of action-at-distance between two rigorously separated sensory and semiotic tracks, one that requires completion in the mind of the reader. This is
why poetry remains the most subtle, agile master-medium of the sensus
communis, no matter how many spectacular multimedia inventions are devised to assault our collective sensibilities amalgamate in a more adequate
mediological practise. (Mitchell 2007: 402)

Frankly speaking, I do not see clearly whether it is just a new issue of the humanistic optimism concerning language or something ‘substantially true’; whether
we have any good reasons to maintain the privilege of any medium – including
language – before defining the given targets and circumstances of the given communication situation more precisely.
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3. The image of the Emperor Nero
As Zsigmond Kemény has an outstanding sense for hermeneutical speculations6, I
wish to regard the above scene as a literary trick provoking reflection on complex
philosophical (aesthetic-moral) questions. Now, the purpose of Gyulai’s oration is
clear: as a faithful courtier, he intends to reassure the worried king (and himself)
about the successor’s capabilities and talents, and thus, indirectly, about the
strength of the feudal order (see the spectacular funeral scene in the beginning of
the novel).7 It is also true that the king is right about Zsigmond’s ‘dangerous’ personality, although not because he gets a mystical insight into the soul of the young
prince but because of his experience with what we today call ‘genetics’: the prince
inherited the features of his ‘inferior’ mother, which is a truth acknowledged by
Gyulai as well (“there are some strokes, there must be, that are flawless copies and
strikingly faithful”). Still, he reconsiders the judgement of the king in the name of a
somewhat ‘hard-line’ morality – in Hungarian it is also a play on the word ‘vonal’
(line or stroke) and ‘vonalas’ (hard-liner). Actually, the function of ethical standards is one the most problematic issues in the novel.
On one hand, the novel can be interpreted as an ardent criticism of Romantic
irony, that is, a featurless either-or. A mature interpretation of this kind would definitely focus on Prince Zsigmond, who is an ironic character par excellence. The
central point of his dangerous personality, which unfolds gradually from various
points of view in the novel around the image of the Emperor Nero, is actually the
absence of a center: in fact a kind of narcissistic and (consequently) theatrical irony, springing from the lack of a stable identity. As Sopfronia remarks, he falls into
melancholy about/for himself from time to time, very much like Søren Kierkegaard’s Nero8 in Either/or (1841), which is somewhat of a suprise to me as the
6

In reviewing Kemény’s pamphlets on geopolitical questions after the Hungarian revolution of 1847–
48 (After Revolution and Another Word After Revolution) Mihály Szegedy-Maszák discovered the
basis for more professional studies in Kemény’s excellent literary hermeneutics as well (cf. SzegedyMaszák 2001).
7
Gyulai is the noble vassal, who breaks the departed prince’s lance in two against the wall of the
cathedral at Kristóf Báthory’s funeral. The powerful symbols in this scene (four silver crosses pointing at the cardinal points forged from the family coat of arms, a black silkflag depicting the squelch of
the blason by a skeleton, and the resurrection on the other side etc.), seems to have a duplex denotation: on the one hand they show the bereavement of the family, on the other hand they reinforce the
feudal order: power passes on inside the present dynasty supported by the church and the allied dynasties whose deputies take the seats around the catafalque.
8
“[H]e was an aestheticist on the world throne; deep in this tyrant's soul lay melancholy. Nero was a
child who never grew up; his inner man, the spirit, never broke through; it gathered within him as
anger, dread, anxiety [angst]. Although Emperor of Rome, he fears a bold look from a human being
and has this person destroyed. Nero has no murder on his conscience, but his spirit has a fresh anxiety. Anxiety filled himself, he seeks to make others anxious. A riddle to himself, he wants to be a
riddle to others and to delight in their anxiety. In the judge's great portrait of Nero, Kierkegaard has
captured many traits which also apply to dictators of recent times.” (Jansen)
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authors could not have known each other (however Suetonius’ description in The
Twelve Caesars may have served as a common model for both):
Because you see, my dear Genga, once every three months the Prince catches a
disease, which is cured not by his regular doctor, but the Jesuit. On such occasions, His Royal Highness deigns to fancy, as Nero once did, that in him a great
musician of the world is perishing, who could have made the whole of Europe
dance to his fiddle. On such occasions he never makes love or luxuriates, but –
reigns. He signs the official letters with his own hands, he himself ties them up
with red silk, seals them with three dragon’s teeth and hands them to the court
postman, for he wants to make the public believe he, who will be overthrown
by Boldizsár as he states, was formed as a man whose every fiber was destined
to govern, out of a material from which contentment trickles, as naphta from
the moorland, for the people. (Kemény 1847: I/201–202)

According to the following description by the narrator, Zsigmond’s personality
seems to be in the ‘aesthetic phase’, that is, the pre-moral or amoral stage in Kierkegaard’s book:
Does a kind of monomania rule over his highness Zsigmond that is flirtation
with the thirst for power without the bleak and steady vigour of ambition, the
monomania that strives to keep the world in a state of uncertainty regarding
its nature, that issues its historical proclamations for reckoning, that mixes
the most natural sentiments with the most affected, until in the end its essence
becomes an inexplicable enigma, even to itself? For because of the forced
oppositions the delicate ties that bind the ideas of such a man to his
worldview, his resolutions to his principles, his desires to his inclinations, his
feelings to his temper stretch and slowly break, (…) the harmony of the intellectual world ends, and a raving force in the man who has despaired of himself begins to rule over the furious tumult that rushes from one extreme to the
next, seeking compensation in the bleak delight of variety for the peace he
has forever lost. (Kemény 1847: II/90–91)

Zsigmond’s irony is a somewhat unconscious one – arising from the fact, among
others, that he was taken to see executions as a child in order to acquire the rigor
necessary for his reign (Kemény 1847: II/89) – which comes to light when, while
taking opium, he speaks to Sofronia, whom he suspects of being a false lover and
intends to banish in a little while (note the word ‘jester’ or ’buffoon’ – the Hungarian word is ‘bohóc’ – below, which might be an allusion to Schlegel’s famous characterization of irony as ‘transcendental buffoonery’) (Schlegel 1980: 220):
Beautiful Sofronia – the prince said obligingly – I wish to keep the jester to
drive the poets and those who pursue original ideas to ruin. What do you imagine, meek damsel, if my faithful people were to get their hands on this
smoking nostrum which I hold in my mouth, and which drives away cares
more than the strongest drink can exorcise the devil, how rapidly would the
already enormous sheaf of ironic notions and witty remarks proliferate?
(Kemény 1847: II/158)
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On the other hand, Pál Gyulai’s tragic fall during the reign of prince Zsigmond
reads, by the same token, as a revenge of Romantic irony on the ‘imperative’ that
moral stability demands, a kind of irony Kemény must have been familiar with
because of his strict education.9 The protagonist is a remarkable person, pursuing a
certain romantic plenitude in the novel (the narrator reveals that he received an
excellent humanistic education in Padua, the ‘grounds’ of his complex personality).
He is primarily a high courtier (a ‘politician’), who roams in the field of ‘historiae’
as well, while in the meantime he languishes for the love of the mysterious Eleonóra (who conceals her morganatic marriage with Senno) in line with a ‘literary
seclusion’ on his family estate, which is called ‘Abafája’.
In my mind photographs happen to appear to me, from time to time, as pleading for a shape, a colour, and they call me their murderer because I did not
call them into being. (Kemény 1847: II/150)

The reader is also informed that he took part in a rebellion on the side of his
first patron, Gáspár Békessy (who paid for his studies in Padua), but was pardoned
because of his honesty by the voivode. As a result, he is under a serious obligation
towards the royal family. “Be faithful to Prince Zsigmond with your deeds, your
advice, and even in time of sufferings...” (Kemény 1847: I/19) – this is what his
‘categorical imperative’ sounds like. However, paradoxically, it is his immense
sense of duty which prevents him from balancing the delicate contradictions and
ambiguities he encounters both in the anarchy that slowly prevails in Transylvania,
and in his personal life: ’maze’ (tömkeleg, téveg) is a recurring key word in the
novel, threatening the desired ’balance’ (súlyegyen) (Barta 1967: 46), while fate
continually assaults the protagonist’s faith in providence. He continually alludes to
how ‘right’ history is, at least from a retrospective point of view, in its ‘judging’
people and events: the symbol of this is Johannes Michael Brutus, the Italian humanist, chronicler of Transylvania and Gyulai’s correspondent, who by the way
never appears in the novel. At the same time, a chief feature of the milieu (i.e. the
court) he lives in, is hypocrisy and pretence. He lives under the spell of poetry and
love, while, driven by a ’sense of duty’, he gets Senno, the eccentric artist and the
secret husband of his beloved Eleonóra, executed. While Gyulai feels as if he were
predestined, by his gratitude to the royal family, to maintain a consistent and strict
character in the very chaotic world around him, he does not realize in time that
because he caused somone’s death unnecessarily, his own life-narrative tends to
fall apart as well – coupled with the poetic-linguistic structure of the novel. I tend

9

The life of love (an autobiographical short novel by Kemény) portrays the childhood the son of a
noble family reduced to poverty. The severe mother tries to keep up strict discipline and morallty in
the family, while the child wishes to loll on a tree in the garden of a beloved girl. Sámuel Köteles, one
of Kemény’s favorite teachers in Nagyenyed, was the main interpretor of Kant’s moral philosophy in
the Transylvania of that time. (cf. Papp 1922: 57–60)
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to read this as an allegory for a linguistic revenge on the moral imperative, which
suppresses the ironic tendencies inherent in language.
4. Unconscious images
As an introduction to the nuanced description of Zsigmond’s personality (see
above), the reader encounters the narrator in the process of recollectng the Prince’s
half-length portrait, which ‘he’ allegedly studied very attentively. Reflecting on the
general historical view of Zsigmond Báthory as “a beast, the bloodthirsty tyrant,
the Transylvanian Nero”, the narrator remarks that in fact he did not hit upon the
‘relating features’ in his reminiscence of the portrait, “supposedly because of his
own opinion on the prince’s character” (Kemény 1847: II/86). So the traditional
mental image of Zsigmond, imprinted by certain historians on collective memory,
is considerably altered through a personal hermeneutical effort to explore the ‘true’
psychological profile of the prince by combining certain historical narratives with a
personal reading, supported by free imagination about his different visual representations (portrait). As a result, the narrator distances his opinion from the image of
Prince Zsigmond provided by ‘real’ and official historians, who had imprinted the
image of the Emperor Nero (following Suetonius’ famous description of him in
The Twelve Caesars) into the minds of the general public. Somewhat ironically, Pál
Gyulai reads Suetonius in the novel, comparing his own situation to that of an emperor’s minion (for example, Seneca).
As Hans Belting remarks, the question of images is always a question of politics
as well: ‘iconoclasm’ means that people attempt to prevent political forces from
imprinting their favourite images (statues, religious icons, electoral placards etc.)
on their minds (Belting 2005: 308). Belting traces the apparently troubled and paradoxical attitude toward images within Western culture – hedonistic consumption
on the one hand, and a primarily ethical frame of perception (for example the claim
of authenticity and of piety) on the other – back to the Reformation period, and the
attitude to images in the Old Testament (Belting 2009: 237). The parallel shows
that while the internalized protestant iconoclasm (the one directed against mental
images), in line with the distribution of vernacular Bibles, effectively enhanced the
believers’ personal communication with God, it could evidently not satisfy the
thirst for more emotional, genuine communion, which, historically, always took
place through a primarily visual medium: the cult (Almási). In Miklós Almási’s
view, this “productive paradox” resulted in the emergence of deeply personal mental images coupled with a largely individual hermeneutics beyond collective morality (Almási). Many of Kemény’s novels (especially Pál Gyulai, Widow and
Daughter and The Fanatics) represent the consequences of such an individual hermeneutics exposed to the danger of fanatism and exploited by political manipulations (Eisemann 2007: 41–47). In his excellent monograph, Miklós Nagy calls Pál
Gyulai to account precisely for this fatalistic disposition, which tends to ‘predestine’ the protagonist to make a mental image of the political Enemy impersonated
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by count Boldizsár and the bandmaster Senno.10 But as the novel clearly indicates,
such mental images take a cruel revenge on their owners, even as the image of his
husband’s corpse reshapes Eleonóra’s image from ’a stray Juno’ (Kemény 1847:
V/167) into a vengeful fury, who can easily be manipulated by political forces.
Eleonóra (now a secret agent of the Catholic Habsburg-party) pretends to be in
love with Gyulai in order to promote his fall by making Zsigmond jealous. The
motif of acting in the theatrical sense comes into play spectacularly: prince Zsigmond, led by the nose, directs a sort of theatrical play for Gyulai in order to display
his ‘ownership’ of beautiful Eleonora.
Incomprehensible was his dissiumulation of this kind, and it made me feel for
the first time I also play a role with my heart. (Kemény 1847: V/213)

After the successful conspiracy, which overthrows both Gyulai and Zsigmond,
the broken Eleonóra leads a secluded life haunted by the images of the past and of
death. At the same time, her fellow nun and intimate friend, Cecil becomes the
‘genius of resignation’ by sweeping out the memories of her love-affair with
Boldizsár. In this sense, the recurring ideal of ‘resignation’ in Kemény’s works
seems to be a synonym for the hermeneutical concentration of being-toward-death.
The resigned, contemplative protagonist, having got rid of the pressure of ‘repetition’ (Kierkegaard), gains redemption by being able to see the world as it appears
within the authentic range of human temporality (cf. Kamper 1994). However he is
completely aware that his time is limited, still he finds time to process the seen, by
which he avoids the mental images threatening the spiritual balance (cf. Kamper
2005: 71–95).
5. In the wake of the uncapturable self
An important Romantic topos, namely the possibility of direct expression of the
self (“to read the letters of the soul”) falls under serious suspicion in Kemény’s
novel(s). Just when the reader might think he/she has got a key to the bottom of the
soul of the characters, the ‘self’ suddenly ‘jump the tracks.’ In addition to Zsigmond’s chameleon-like personality and the incomprehensible murder of the noble,
humanistic Gyulai, the novel offers many interesting examples of this experience
which was so decisive in Kemény’s world.11
The motif of theatrical acting is subtly intertwined with literary mimesis in the
novel, which constitutes a certain ‘theatre-in-the-theatre’. The dramatic form always
belongs to those scenes which represent the life of the Spanish-Italian actors employed by the Transylvanian court. For example, the first dramatized scene (in Book
10

“How come a highly intelligent and experienced stateman becomes the slave of his immature but
still debauched sovereign, a Seneca of Nero?” (Nagy 1972: 43)
11
Péter Bényei discusses three cardinal points of the deep tragicity pervading Kemény’s world: 1.
relativizing tendencies of modern societies, 2. tragical facticity arising from the mutual influence of
the persons on each other, 3. the ontic experience of caducity (Bényei 2007: 252–259).
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One, Chapter Two) presents a fancy ‘face ball’ (a kind of masque), during which
everybody shows a literary or political face. Guzman, the Portuguese ‘romance hero’
prides himself on great chivalry and fights ahead of his fellow actors, but finally it
turns out he fought, at the most, in order to seduce a fair maid with his friend. In the
meanwhile, various groups of secret agents (those of the Habsburgs and the Turkish
Empire) mingle with the crowd waiting for the (Biblical) play to begin. But the scene
ends in the very moment the play would actually begin, right before the the curtain
rises... The second dramatised scene (Book Two, Chapter One) is set in a dressing
cabin, where the future lovers, Genga (the director of the troupe) and Sofronia (the
prima donna) are conversing about their wish not to play at life (or not to play away
their lives). Just when the love of the two ‘soulful’ characters, who know people’s
falsity very well, would come to life, unexpected events occur, and Sofronia becomes
a kind of actor playing one single role in an inspired way: that of the abandoned lover. In the third dramatised scene (Book Two, Chapter Twelve) the abovementioned
Genga argues forcefully with Pierro (the clever bajazzo-pickpocket) about whether
the latter is actually play-acting or not when he states that he was robbed of a politically dangerous letter (written by Sofronia) by a stumbling grotesque figure called
Gergely diák (a student). The actors do not know that Gergely is always acting in
order to carry out his ‘dark plans’ as a double agent, craving for social advancement.
When Genga finally unmasks Gergely, and challenges him to a duel, the student,
who pretends to be an inexperienced fencer, kills the enraged Genga with a feint.
After all, the novel implicitly contrasts the relative sincerity of the Renaissance court
actors with the hypocritical pretence of the corrupt courtiers.12
‘Virtual’ and ‘real’ faces (or masks) come into conflict also in the story of
Count Boldizsár, the uncle of Prince Zsigmond, who is an admirer of knightly ideas and shows but whose chivalry has long been confined to presenting spectacular
parades and to seducing a naive young actress, Cecil. But from the time he realises
that the royal council is keeping an eye on him with the purpose of murdering him
should he appear as a potential pretender, he is compelled to stay in hiding. Finally
(Book Five, Chapter Nine), Boldizsár triumphs secretly (that is, wearing a full face
visor) in a tournament organised to display Prince Zsigmond’s heroism (actually
his best knight, Mózes Székely fights on behalf of him).
Finally, there is an interesting scene in the novel (Book One, Chapter Six)
which describes a secret room in the royal palace furnished by Zsigmond János
(the last prince of Transylvania before the reign of the Báthorys) many years before. The walls of this room are decorated with portraits all around. The narrator
explains that all the female figures in these portraits (without consideration of their
ethnotypes) are blond straight-haired females, like Zsigmond János’s mother
12
Thomas Cooper points out the correlation between the moral and theological uneasiness of the
Renaissance and Kemény’s own historical time, constituting the cultural basis for the subversive
poetic form of the novel (Cooper 2002).
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(Queen Isabella), and all the men have long faces with bony and bald foreheads,
bushy eyebrows and wide chins like friar György Martinuzzi, her main political
enemy. There is also an enigmatic figure in the pictures – probably a potential pretender as the narrator remarks – whose model is unknown either to the beholder of
the painting or the reader of the chronicles and historical letters (note: these are the
main functions of the narrator in the novel).13 The poetic function of this passage is
not obvious at all, but a close reading may find some points linking it to the main
stream of the story. The secret room furnished by Zsigmond János now (in the
present tense of the novel) belongs to Zsigmond Báthory, who has the same first
name. The secret royal council, which deliberates whether to put Prince Zsigmond
or his uncle Boldizsár away (the latter considered to be a potential pretender), is set
in this secret room as well. The enigmatic figure in the pictures is said to be a potential pretender as well. The metonymic chain of the narration leads me to the
conclusion that the secret room could be a symbol of Prince Zsigmond’s soul, who
is just as afraid of the potential pretender – namely his cousin Boldizsár – as his
sometime predecessor used to be. This apprehension or paranoia is evidently a key
to understand the personality of the despotic prince more deeply. Perhaps it is the
same paranoia which prompts me to claim that – of course in an indirect and also
metonymical-poetic manner – the enigmatic picture of the secret room is precisely
the (fictitious) portait of the nine-year-old Zsigmond Báthory, discussed at the beginning of this paper. Thus the adult Prince Zsigmond Báthory would most be afriad of his own younger self.
If the media have a primarily mimetic function, that is, to ‘inscene’ the neverending play of birth, death, love and all the crucial happenings in life, something of
which we do not have ’tangible’ experience (de Bruyn), mediological reflection
draws our attention back, again and again, to the disillusioning fact that our ‘inner
self’ is not accessible directly, if at all. The self, i.e. the roots of our personal identites are lost in the mists of childhood, the stories of our parents, grandparents,
nations – so, after all: in the mystery of time. Of course, the poesy fluttering this
‘transcendent tissue’ of time is not at all unique within the Romantic literature. For
example, Novalis ‘diagnoses’ before Freud and Jung, that our dreams are able to
rip a notable gap on the mysterious curtain of the soul (Novalis 1969: 640). In
Kierkegaard’s Either/or the self is denoted by an illegible letter, the scripts of
which tend to grow dim because of the tears coming from the reader’s anguished
eyes (so the more we try, the less we succeed) (Kierkegaard 1885: 186–187). Now,
Kemény’s narrator expresses the very same experience in Pál Gyulai:
I firmly believe that every mood of the heart derives from our ideas, but primarily from particles of ideas that are too small and too rapid to take form in
words and gain our notice. Thus the seed-bed of our actions, our frame of
13

“Who was the model of these dreary??? sins? Neither the chronicles nor the archives could give an
answer to our question.” (Kemény 1847: I/97–98)
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mind, assumes form amidst tiny influences and impressions that are independent of us, though they arose in us (Kemény 1847: II/130).

In his essay Ideas Around the Novel and the Drama, Kemény likens the experience of the uncapturable self – represented by the novel as such – to the organic
transformation of a tree,
the explanation for which is simply the passing of time, is not the stamp of
light-mindedness, not a property of transience, but rather a natural process of
our character, as are growth, the thickening of the trunk, the formation of
bark, and decay in the organic life of the tree. (Kemény 1971: 205)

The organic novel form, like the annual rings of a tree, ‘formulates’ and
‘moulds’ this experience. Besides, Kemény speaks of a journey on the ‘wide, but
richly cultivated’ plain, which seems unswerving at first sight, but later, in mapping certain details of the journey, the passanger realises the way was rather circuitous and bumpy. (Kemény 1971: 205) This parable somewhat seems to anticipate
Paul Ricœur’s theory of narrative identity. The act of studying a map allegories the
act of reading, which continually re-figures the vague ‘symbolic’ impressions we
have gained during the journey (that is, our life experience).
Only the perception of this organic plasticity of any personal (or national) identity –“the explanation for which is simply the passing of time” – could constitute
the basis for a new approach to stability: the one which admits its radical and vital
changeability but still intends to stay credible in the scope of a powerful hermeneutical process (‘mapping’). In Ricœur’s example, the adequate answer of the ’same’
(ipse) to the demanding question of the self (idem) – “where are you? can I count
on you?” – could only be something like this: “here »I« am, the one who always
changes.” (cf. Ricœur 1990: 167–198). But even if the moral consists of only
‘roughed strokes’ of the self, still it could assist the various cultural formations
(family, church, friendship, etc.) and orient the individual course of life fundamentally – just by the dynamic being inherent in simplification. If one gains personal
experience, and thus becomes fully aware of this important paradox, he/she will
add spontaneously (beyond the pressure of any categorical imperative): ”I try to
change in a way which is acceptable for you as well.” (Ricoeur 1990: 167–198). In
other words: the modern sense of life necessitates a permanent mediation between
the (Freudian) hermeneutics of desires and that of the cultural demands (moral)
beyond the possibility of any linguistic shortcut (Ricœur 1974: 264–265). This is a
noble endeavor, notwithstanding the fundamental instability of any mediation process. For as the example of Pál Gyulai shows clearly, the mediation of the ‘I’ toward others could jump the track in any step of the process, the result of which is a
sudden loss of balance, and that is: a tragedy.
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Bodies, Gazes and Genders: Pseudo-Feminine Writing
in Hungarian and Croatian Literature
KÁLECZ-SIMON, ORSOLYA
Pseudo-feminine writing – when a male author writes in the name of a woman –
has a rich tradition. Many outstanding authors, such as William Wordsworth, Denis
Diderot or Paul Verlaine, have tried themselves at this genre, but some interesting
examples can be found in the Central-European regions as well. My paper presents
the analysis of five novels from Hungarian and Croatian literature. These are autobiographical texts signed by female authors, which were in fact written by accomplished male authors. The most important question which the paper tries to answer
is whether we can read pseudo-feminine writing as feminine writing.
In order to answer this question, we need to present the role the female gaze
takes in the presentation of the body and the different methods used in the presentation of sexuality. Only then can we answer the question of whether these texts follow the discursive practices of pornography (the phallocentric tradition), or try to
develop a feminine-centred way to present sexuality.
The first novel we are going to analyse is Seventeen swans [Tizenhét hattyúk]
(1987) by Péter Esterházy – a world-famous Hungarian author who initially published the text under the pseudonym Lili Csokonai. The novel is presented as the
autobiography of a (fictive) woman; the fragmented postmodern “text” (in the
Barthesian sense of the word) contains the confessions of a young, uneducated and
traumatized Gipsy woman about finding her great and only love (in the person of a
married Hungarian intellectual) and losing him because of a tragic traffic accident,
which results in the deformation of her beautiful body. Although the story of the
novel is set in the 1980s, it is written in 17–18th century Hungarian, constructed on
the basis of different texts from the Baroque and the Enlightenment, including several dialectal elements. This technique is not only an interesting postmodern experiment; it can arguably be viewed as an attempt to enhance the simulation of the
feminine perspective, and to give an authentic voice to a subject who is – for various reasons – completely excluded from the central discourses of her times.
The second text is called Precious little [Édeskevés] (2008), which was published under the pseudonym Laura Spiegelmann. It started as a blog, but certain
posts from it were later published as a book as well. Just like Esterházy, the author
of this book experiments with constructing a new authorial identity, this time in the
blogosphere, where texts lose their referentiality even more than in any other medium. Thus, each text becomes a Baudrillardian simulacrum. The book consists of
loosely connected, heterogeneous texts which tell the story of the protagonist’s
break-up with her great love and its fatal consequences, and includes some episodes
from her previous life. The real author of the text is still unknown, but several Hun-
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garian critics have suggested that the book was written by the poet, prosaist and
dramatist László Garaczi (1956–) (Radics 2008; Károlyi 2008), one of the leading
figures of the Hungarian post-modern scene, who came into the spotlight precisely
because of the renewal of the autobiographical genre in Hungary.
The remaining three texts are the Croatian novels: Baršunasti prut [Velvety rod]
(1987), Gospođa [Lady] (1988) and Ševa na žuru [Screwing at the party] (1989).
These novels were written by Zvonimir Majdak (1938–) under the pseudonym
Suzana Rog. Majdak is one of the initiators of the Central-European variant of beat
prose, called proza u trapericama (jeans prose). Although many scholars have
found his novels to be very trivial, even pornographic, (see e. g. Nemec 2003: 157),
I would argue that these texts, owing to their language, style and subject matter,
perfectly fit into the discourses of jeans prose.
Firstly, it was jeans prose that made possible the open thematization of eroticism
and sexuality in Croatian literature; Suzana Rog's novels continue these trends in a
more open and explicit way. Secondly, Rog's stories are set in the same marginal
social medium; their protagonists come from the same marginal layers of society we
may encounter in Kužiš, stari moj [You dig it, man], Čangi and other representative
examples of this genre. Besides the pornographic scenes, they also give an insight
into the social norms and milieu of these characters; moreover, the aforementioned
pornographic scenes can also be read as representations of some wider social norms.
The concept of male gaze was introduced into the analysis of cultural products
by Laura Mulvey (cf. Mulvey 2002). In her terminology, male gaze refers to a situation where the viewer of a film can see everything from the viewpoint of a heterosexual male. Later, this concept was extended to characterise other genres and artforms, and it has been widely used for the analysis of diverse cultural products in
order to point out the structure of representations of body and sexuality in order to
reveal the hidden presuppositions about gender roles.
According to Mulvey, the function of the male gaze is related to scopophilia,
which. means the pleasure of looking at a female body and/or a sexual act; according to Freud, this is one of the basic sexual drives. When a man involved in scopophiliac activity looks at a female body, he objectifies it and brings it under his
own control. (Mulvey 2002: 562)
According to gender criticism, male and female gaze have asymmetric roles in
patriarchal cultures. Women have to accept their subjection to the male gaze, while
female gaze, which faces the male gaze, is seen as provocative or intimidating
(Newman 2002: 584). The psychoanalytic discourse explains this double standard
by castration anxiety. Freud discovered this motive in the myth of Medusa, and
Lacan found that the fear of witches and the ‘evil eye’ can be explained by the fear
of castration as well (Newman 2002: 584). Gender criticism has proved that the
aforementioned double standard regarding male and female gaze is present in the
products of dominant (patriarchal) discourses as well.
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The goal of our analysis is to reveal what kind of a role male and female gaze
may play in the narratives listed above. In our research, we focused on those parts
of the texts which describe bodies or sexual acts, and we tried to reveal what kind
of – conscious or unconscious – presuppositions they have about the gender roles.
What first catches the reader's eye is that each novel strongly emphasizes the
beauty and physical attractiveness of its female protagonist. The introduction of the
protagonist begins with a detailed description of her body; after that, the narrator
describes the impression this body makes on men, which serves as a primary indication of the value of the female body (and the entire person). The authors thus
purposefully construct a female protagonist who serves primarily as an object of
the male gaze. It can also be seen that the protagonists themselves are well aware
of this, moreover, they often take advantage of it. In some of the novels, the purpose of the entire story is to highlight these features of the protagonist; the novel
Baršunasti Prut, for example, presents Suzana's career as a stripper.
The most important question, however, is the following: with what kind of gaze
do these protagonists look at themselves and at other women? Our analysis has
revealed that Suzana Rog and Laura Spiegelmann both watch themselves with a
male gaze. In the following paragraphs from the book Baršunasti prut, which tell
us about Suzana's first striptease show, this feature of the text is very prominent:
I couldn't see very well through the veil so I walked with small, awkward
steps, until, raising my legs, my long, beautifully crafted legs skilfully, I
stepped onto the stage and felt firm ground under my feet.
My breasts were rising and falling from the excitement and the effort, my
stomach was expanding and shrinking, which had probably had a pleasant
effect on the audience, which was not used to exclusive striptease shows but
wanted naked flesh, naked thighs, provocative tits and hairy genitals. (Rog
1987: 105–106 – my italics)

In the italicized parts of the text, the focalizer coincides with the narratorprotagonist of the story. It presents the external events and the internal dispositions
of the main character from this point of view. In the bolded parts of the texts, however, the point of view changes. Another focalizer appears who is positioned outside of the main character, in the position of a fictive external spectator. This is
revealed by the fact that in these cases the narrator describes certain details which
would be (physically) inaccessible from the point of view of the protagonist.
In the cited fragment, one can also notice that the focalization constantly oscillates between the protagonist and the external spectator. In the novels of Suzana
Rog, as well as in the novel Édeskevés, this phenomenon usually appears in the
sexual scenes. The same technique can be found in other works of sexual fiction.
Maurice Charney points out that in the novel Blue Skies, No Candy, sexual acts are
presented from two points of view simultaneously: that of the viewer and that of
the viewee (Charney 1990: 142).
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How do we know that the external spectator is of male gender? Firstly, he looks
at the parts of the body which men find attractive. Secondly, the way of representation is also peculiar: the focalizer does not focus on the entire body, but only on
one part of the body at a time. This kind of representation resembles the techniques
that are typical of pornographic movies, which Sara Diamond describes in her paper Pornografija: slika i stvarnost. Pornographic movies actually concentrate on
certain parts of the female body, for example the breasts, feet or lips. (Diamond
2003: 110) She points out that this technique objectifies women because it lets the
spectator distance himself from the actual person to whom the bodily parts belong,
and thus avoids connecting them with the whole person. (Diamond 2003: 110)
Male gaze appears in other cases as well, when the main character observes other
women. Suzana Rog often looks at other women with the eyes of men – for example
during the introduction of Lady Darinka in Baršunasti prut, where the structure of
the description of her body resembles the bodily representations familiar from pornographic movies as mentioned above. In the other texts, we find even more extreme
examples of this phenomenon: erotic scenes between two women. In Tizenhét
hattyúk, there is no open sexuality between women, though the interaction between
the protagonist and another female character is presented through male gaze, tinged
with hidden eroticism; but in the novel Édeskevés we find an explicit sex scene between two women where the main character imitates the sexual behaviour of men.
The presence of male gaze in erotic situations mercilessly unveils the male author hiding behind the female mask. The external focalizer who is present in the
text as an invisible spectator actually points to the presence of the author; the male
gaze directed towards other women also refers to the male spectator behind the
female protagonist. Lesbian scenes can be read as an attempt by the author to catch
a glimpse of the intimacy between women which usually stays hidden from men.
Nor is this motive without precedents: according to Béatrice Durand, Diderot's
erotic novel The Nun is also “based” on a similar idea. (Durand 1994: 97)
Thus, we can see that male gaze has an enormous, almost exclusive role in
shaping the narrative structures of the aforementioned novels. The only exception
is Tizenhét hattyúk where – although the female protagonist is aware of the fact that
she is a desirable object of male gaze – this mode of structuring the descriptions of
the body and the erotic scenes appears only here and there, in a scattered fashion.
But what kind of a role does female gaze play in these novels?
In order to answer this question, we need to analyse the representations of male
bodies in the novels. After this, we compare these representations with the characteristics of the male body representations typical of the pornography industry, which
more or less represent the patriarchal system of norms. In the novels of Suzana Rog
and in Édeskevés, male bodies are presented very superficially, except for the penis,
which is described in a (relatively) lengthy and detailed way. Overall, this practice is
in line with the conventions of pornographic movies, which represent male bodies so
that the viewers could easily imagine themselves in their place. (Diamond 2003: 107)
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In these films, the cameras circle around the penis, which, according to theorists,
serves to satisfy the narcissistic desires of men (Govedić 2003: 186–187).
However, Tizenhét hattyúk breaks away from patriarchal bodily representations;
it uses the female gaze as a primary means of structuring the presentation of the
body and sex acts. This novel is also exceptional because it treats the female gaze
as an equal counterpart of the male gaze.
What could his corpse be like? I am kindled with desire. Hairy and knotty?
With sinewy hands and noble countenance. Tis not true that a woman hath no
interest in this; or I would not be a woman. His bosom is shag-hair'd, the blue
stubble that lies upward leaves no doubt about this; though hair is a surprise
eternal, depending not on space and time. Leaner is the angle of the shoulder,
the belly is like a thin slice of roast-meat, ho! Hush, imaginings! His fair silken face promiseth bacon around the waist... [...] Perchance because of my unruly and stout imagination, which works so carefully, thoroughly and passionately that separating its fruits from the fruition of my own life is a thing
impossible. (Esterházy 1988 – my translation)

One can immediately recognize that this scene differs radically from the conventional ways of representation used in the pornography industry. On the one hand, the text
focuses on the male body, and unlike the conventional and phallocentric kind of representation, it depicts the male body as an intact whole, which is not separated from the
person to whom it belongs: the body somehow even reflects and expresses the person's
individuality. On the other hand, the representation of the body is by no means superficial. It contains many details, and is loaded with hidden eroticism: even those tiny details seem provoking which the reader did not recognise as erotic at all. Unlike the
schematic ways of representation familiar from pornography, this scene contains many
nuances; it is filled with emotions and reflects an individual approach to eroticism.
Thus, Esterházy not only presents female sexuality in the first person singular,
but also tries to emulate the female way of looking at bodies, the female approach
to sexuality. He has also recognized the need to discard the old patterns of erotic
literature, which reflect male desires and expectations, in order to create an authentic representation. In addition to the new patterns, he has managed to create narratological methods and discourses which allow him to authentically convey (or at
least simulate) the female experience.
There is only one thing left: to answer the initial question of the paper – can we
read pseudo-feminine writing as feminine writing?
As for the representation of the female body and sexual acts, the novels of Suzana Rog and Édeskevés are dominated by the male gaze, and the pornographic or
patriarchal ways of representation. In Majdak’s novels, this points to the fact that
the primary function of the texts – instead of revealing the feminine perspective –
is to satisfy the expectations of the male reader. That is why Majdak has created a
female protagonist who enjoys the role of being a sexual object. However, in spite
of his essentially patriarchal point of view, Majdak, in a certain sense, still manages
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to speak up for the interests of women. The case of the novel Édeskevés is more
complicated. Although the text is dominated by patriarchal conventions, the fact
that the protagonist looks at herself through the eyes of men and the pornographic
sex scenes have an additional function – they are meant to point out that the protagonist turns herself into a sexual object because she cannot experience intimacy,
nor can she live her womanhood in an authentic way.
Esterházy is the only one who has tried – successfully – to break away from
patriarchal conventions of representation of the female body and sexuality: firstly
by consistently applying the female gaze, and secondly by constructing a new way
of speaking – creating an exceptionally complex linguistic construction which dialogizes with the entire Hungarian literary tradition – by which he can convey the
female experience of sexuality in an authentic manner. In this way, he is able to
give voice to a marginal group which is completely excluded from the central discourses. But most of all, the author has intentionally placed some allusions in the
text which can reveal the real identity of the author to the attentive reader. These
allusions orient the reader towards the realisation that they are taking part in a conscious imitation of the female perspective. It is precisely for this reason that that we
cannot place Seventeen swans in the category of feminine writing.
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Pictures of Virtues
Text and image in a Jesuit emblem book from the 17th century
KISS, BÉLA
How can virtues be represented? And especially the virtues of the “ideal ruler”?
This paper wishes to examine an emblem book form the 17th century, and tries to
understand how an intermedial genre could use both text and image for Habsburg
propaganda. This investigation will show the process how the political meaning is
being shaped through the relationship between text and image in the same work.
The genre of the emblem appeared first in 1531, in a book written by Andrea
Alciato,1 and became popular within a short time. The emblem usually expresses
an abstract conceptual relation by putting the picture of an object and a concept
explained through a text side by side.2 The emblem contains three parts: the motto
(inscription, lemma) gives some advice for a certain conduct of life with a few
words. This is followed by the picture (pictura, icon), which usually depicts an
object: a certain animal, or a scene. The relation between motto and picture is explained by the third part, called the subscription (subscriptio).3 Thus, this genre
offers an opportunity to examine the relationship between picture and text in the
Early Modern Age. The emblem often functions like a riddle that must be solved
by the reader: the relation between the motto and pictura can be so obscure that it
can be understood only by the explanation of the subscriptio. The reception of the
emblem is guided by the interaction of its three parts.4
The popularity of the emblem genre stems from the interest of the Early Modern
Age in the Egyptian hieroglyphs. It was widely believed that the ancient priests of
Egypt hid their divine knowledge from the common people by encoding the messages of the gods into this mode of writing. Furthermore, notable wise men and
philosophers from other cultures, such as Moses, Pythagoras, or Plato were thought
to have drawn on the knowledge of the Egyptian priests as well.
1

Andrea Alciato: Emblemata, Augsburg, 1531.
Sabine Mördersheim: Emblem, Emblematik. In Historisches Wörterbuch der Rhetorik, ed. Gert
Ueding, Darmstadt 1994, II. 1098–1108., 1098. On the theory of emblematic see: August Buck: Die
Emblematik. In Neues Handbuch der Literaturwissenschaft, vol. 10. ed. August Buck Frankfurt
1972., 328–345.; Rüdiger Zymmer: Das Emblem als offenes Kunstwerk. In Polyvalenz und Multifunktionalität der Emblematik. Akten des 5. Internationalen Kongresses der Society for Emblem
Studies, Wolgang Harms-Dietmar Peil (Hrsg.), Frankfurt am Main, Peter Lang, 2002., 9–24.; Daniel
Russell: Illustration, Hieroglyph, Icon: The Status of the Emblem Picture. In Polyvalenz..., op. cit.,
73–90.; John Manning: The Emblem. London, Reaktion, 2002.; on the Hungerian emblem books,
with detailed bibliography see: Knapp Éva: Irodalmi emblematika Magyarországon a XVI–XVIII.
században: Tanulmány a szimbolikus ábrázolásmód történetéhez. Budapest, 2003.
3
Mördersheim, 1099.
4
Mördersheim, 1100–1101.
2
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At the time the hieroglyphs were believed to be ideograms, that is, they represented notions or concepts. Further, they were thought to be non-conventional, motivated signs, as their respective forms resembled their respective meanings.
Horapollo’s Hieroglyphica,5 a manuscript form the 5th century AD, published in
1505, is a sort of dictionary to the hieroglyphs: it describes the signs and gives their
supposed meaning, and reveals the connection between the sign as a physical object
and its spiritual significance. In 1556, Valeriano’s Hieroglyphica was published,
and it contained the symbolic meanings and use of different animals.6 This book
made it evident that the hieroglyphs were, at least to some extent, conventional,
since one animal could symbolize several different concepts, according to the different respective features of the animal. Nevertheless the popularity of the emblem
books had a great effect on the imagination and imagery in general: these supposed
meanings of the hieroglyphs became widely known in erudite circles; authors and
artists started to use the symbols found in former emblem books in their new works.
Later these symbols also acquired significance in the “mass media” of the time because in an age when the majority of the population was illiterate, these symbols
made political communication easier, for example in the imagery of the pamphlets.
The Jesuit order began using emblematic features in their publications early on:
emblem books were regarded as a good device for educational purposes. They
thought that an image could be more effective in persuading the reader: the picture
expressed the message of the author more clearly than the text, and pictorial representations could arouse emotions in the reader more easily. Besides, they considered the emblem as an efficient device for mnemotechnique: the picture can allude
to the meaning of the text that follows it but it can be received in, and be evoked
from, memory faster and more rapidly than from the text. So several emblem books
were published by Jesuits, in which the different virtues preferred by the order
were represented by text and image. These books were intended to help the pupils
lead a virtuous and pious way of life.7
The Jesuits, however, composed emblem books with moral content not only for
their pupils, but for rulers as well: these displayed the virtues of an “ideal prince”,
these virtues supposedly having been present in kings of the historical past, and
serving as examples for a present ruler.8 In these works, three points of view seem

5

Horapollo lived in V. century AD, he was one of the last high priests of the Egyptian religion.
Piero Valeriano Bolzani: Hieroglyphica sive de sacris Aegyptorum litteris commentarii, Basel 1556.
7
Mördersheim, 1103.; Buck, 337–338.
8
Elisabeth Klecker: „Me fovet atque movet”: Dichter und Kaiser in einer Emblemschrift für Ferdinand II. (Johannes Steinmetz, Fortuna Bohemica, cod. Vind. 7762) In: Polyvalenz 431–457.; Liselotte
Caithaml: Drei dem habsburgischen Herrscherhaus gewidmete Emblembücher der Grazer Jesuiten
aus den Jahren 1609, 1618 und 1631 In Zeitschrift des historischen Vereines für Steiermark, 83(1992)
337–353.; Elisabeth Klecker: Regiae virtutis et felicitatis XII symbola (Dillingen 1636): Panegyrik
und Paränese in einem Emblembuch für Ferdinand III. In Emblematik und Kunst der Jesuiten in
6
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to be present at the same time: while teaching the virtues and duties of a ruler, the
eulogy of the king can also be found, and the political position of the Jesuit order is
expressed as well. Thus, the virtues represented in the book are present in the ruler
himself, to whom the book is dedicated, and the virtues of former rulers are embodied in him as well.
The virtues of the ruler formed an important part of the Jesuit theory of state
that drew on Justus Lipsius’s Neo-Stoic theory of political virtues.9 Lipsius gives a
detailed account of the virtus of the ruler in his Politicorum libri... sex:10 the prosperous government is based on two features of the king: virtue (virtus) and political
wisdom (prudentia). Virtue consists of two parts: the ruler must fear God (pietas),
and be morally impeccable in his ways with his subjects.
Political wisdom can be gained by knowing the history and the customs of the
country. History preserves the memory of both virtuous and impious deeds of the
rulers.11 In his work Monita et exempla politica12, Lipsius tries to prove this by
presenting different historical examples, which show how a virtue can be practised
in real life.
In Lipsius’s view, God gives the power to a ruler because of his merits, so a
ruler must always be religious; he must govern the country in the interest of the
common good, and give laws to his people in order to improve their lives. Besides,
he must take care of the virtues of his subjects both through the laws and through
his personal example: the subjects must be faithful, and only one denomination is
allowed in a country. Other virtues of the ruler are: justice, clemency, keeping his
promises, and being modest.
The theory of political virtues and the genre of emblematics are both present in
György Erdődy’s Gloria virtutis Hungarica13. In 1633, Erdődy14 graduated from
Bayern: Einfluss und Wirkungm hgg. Peter M. Daly, G. Richard Dimler SJ und Rita Haub, Turnhout,
2000, 163–180. A magyar vonatkozású műveket l. Knapp, 92–100.
9
Sagrario López Poza: Neostoic Virtues in the Empresas políticas of Saavedra Fajardo: The Influence of Justus Lipsius. In: Polyvalenz, 691–707. On te Catholic ideal of the ruler in the Habsburg
Empire see: Andreas Kraus: Das katholische Herrscherbild im Reich, dargestellt am Beispiel Kaiser
Ferdinands II. und Kurfürst Maximilians I. von Bayern. In Das Herrscherbild im 17. Jahrhundert.
(Hgg. Konrad Repgen) Münster, 1991., 1–25.
10
I used the followin edition: Justus Lipsius: Politicorum sive civilis doctrinae libri sex..., Viennae, 1751.
11
Lispius: Politicorum..., Liber I. caput 8., 15–16.
12
I used the following edition: J. Lipsii Exemplorum et monitorum politicorum libri duo..., Jenae, 1667.
13
Gloria virtutis Hungaricae religionis, bellicae atque politicae peritiae laude propagata per reges
XLIII. ad usque Ferdinandum III. Hungariae et Bohemiae regem etc. Ponebat super philosophicam
suam disputationem Georgius Aloysius Erdeodi de Monyorokereck comes Montis Claudii, etc. Hungarus, Duaci, Vidua Petri Telu, 1633. Two copies can be found in the Österreichische Nationalbibliothek (signature: 26.N.68), and in the National Széchényi Library (signature: OSZK RNyT App. H.
2027.) The pictures are published in this article by the courtesy of the National Széchényi Library.
14
György Erdődy was born 21. August 1613. as the son of Kristóf Erdődy. He began his studies in the
Jesuit school of Trnava, afterwards he studied in Vienna (1628–1629), and ended his studies in Douai
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the university of Douai, which belonged to the Walloonian province of the Jesuit
order (provincia Gallo-Belgica), and now is in France.
The Jesuit universities organized great ceremonies to hand academic degrees
and titles out. Erdődy snatched at this opportunity as well: he composed an emblem-book (Gloria virtutis Hungaricae), and published his theses in print. He dedicated both to Ferdinand III, who had been crowned also as King of Hungary in
1625.15 According to the first copperplate of his book, an ephemeral construction
was set up in the room where the ceremony took place, which showed the image of
the king as well.
The emblem book written by Erdődy does enlist the prominent past kings of
Hungary16 but in contrast to the printed theses, the liber gradualis deals not only
with kings form the Árpád dynasty and Mathias Corvinus, but rulers from the
House of the Habsburgs as well. Yet where the two works are especially different
is that the images in the printed theses are not composed in an emblematic fashion:
the scenes are not the representations of certain virtues.
The book presents nine kings of Hungary (more precisely only eight, since Saint
Emerich was not a king; see 1st table): Saint Stephen I., Saint Emerich, Béla I.,
Géza I., Saint Ladislaus, Mathias Corvinus, Ferdinand I., Ferdinand II., and the
aforementioned Ferdinand III. A poem is dedicated to each of them, and, before the
poems, there is a copperplate, on which a motto can be seen. According to these
mottos, each king represents a virtue, which manifests itself in one of their specific
actions. Since a thorough knowledge of Hungarian history is indispensible for the
understanding of the poems, the author supplies historical information in marginal
notes for the foreign reader.
Ferdinand III is the last king in the sequence – the political message can be deciphered from the structure of the book: by putting him alongside with the former
kings of Hungary: Ferdinand is being compared to them and being vested with the
same virtues. Because of this structure, the continuity between the Árpád-dynasty
and the House of the Habsburg monarchs seems to be direct and undisturbed. The
catalogue of virtues is framed by two poems which display the loyalty of the family
Erdődy, and specially of György to the Habsburgs.

(1631–1633). Later he bore significant functions in the Habsburg Empire. See: Benda Borbála – DicsőErdődy Balázs: Erdődy György peregrinációja (1631–1635) = Századok 143(2009), vol. 4., 919–943.
15
Cornelis Schut–Lucas Vostermans: The thesis print of György Erdődy, 1633. Wien Museum. Published in Galavics Géza, Nr. 46. black and white image, Galavics, 73.
16
On the image of Hungary abroad see: Tarnai Andor: Extra Hungariam non est vita, Budapest,
1969.; Bitskey István: Militia és litteraria: A magyarságkép változatai a kora újkori Európában. In:
Mars és Pallas között: Múltszemlélet és sorsértelmezés a régi magyarországi irodalomban, Debrecen,
2006, 141–156.; Kecskeméti Gábor: Szónoki gyakorlat a magyar vitézségről a leuveni egyetemen =
Eruditio, virtus et constantia: Tanulmányok a 70 éves Bitskey István tiszteletére, I–II. Debrecen,
2011, I, 61–68.
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The first copperplate of the Gloria virtutis Hungaricae depicts the above mentioned ephemeral construction that was set up at the ceremonial debate in the aula
of the university in Douai. It is a triumphal arch, under which stands Ferdinand III,
crowned, with sceptre and globus cruciger in his hands, and the motto “Pietate et
iustitia” can be read above his head. On either side of him, as sculptures on the
triumphal arch, stand his two predecessors in a chariot: on his left side Ferdinand I
(with the motto ”Religione et fortitudine”), while on his right side Ferdinand II can
be seen (with the motto “Clementia et munificentia”). Above the emperors, at the
top of the triumphal arch, puttos smile with shields and branches of laurel as symbols of victory. The coat of arms of the Habsburg Empire are held by two angels in
the middle of the arch.
The mottos – except for Ferdinand I – are the same as the ones in the emblems
dedicated to the respective kings. From this the viewer is supposed to infer that the
other three sides of the arch (which cannot be seen in the copperplate) display the
other six rulers (2-2 on each side), who are, in turn, represented in the book. This
presumption is supported by the fact that another book was published in Douai in
1628, under the title Sigismundi III. Poloniae et Sueciae Regis virtutes ad modulos
decantatae, which was evidently composed with a similar conception in mind.17 It
sings the virtues of the king of Poland, and the copperplates are engraved by the
same Pierre Rucholle who also composed the ones in Erdődy’s book. The first
plate depicts a triumphal arch that was set up in the aula of the college, but of
course it is Sigismund III (and not Ferdinand III) who stands under it. The triumphal arch holds four obelisks; the inscription on their base are identical with the
ones that are on the obelisks among the poems: “Religioni Regiae”, “Sapientiae
Regiae”, “Fortitudini Regiae”, and “Clementiae Regiae” – that is, these obelisks
are set up to glorify the virtues of the king of Poland.
So, it seems to have been a custom at the university of Douai to publish emblem
books on the virtues of rulers, and this might have played a significant role in the
course of the traditional religious disputes, functioning as major final exams, too:
these poems may well have been performed by the students. The parts of the actual
triumph arch represent the certain poems in the printed book.
Ferdinand III was not present at the ceremony in person, but his image was
precisely put into the construction as a substitute.. In this way, the other pictures of
the kings in the emblem book not only symbolize their virtues, but make them present so that they might be able to help the implied reader (Ferdinand III) to lead a
virtuous life.18
The martial imagery of the triumphal arch features the dedicatory poem as well:
the poet refers to the Thirty Years’ War and asks the king to help him in the battle
17

Vö. The Jesuit Series, ed. Peter M. Daly, Toronto–Montreal, 1997, I, 167. J.162.
Daniel Russell draws a compares the usage and reception of the emblems to the religious icons.
Daniel Russell: Illustration, Hieroglyph, Icon: The Status of the Emblem Picture. In Polyvalenz 73–90.
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field of Pallas, after he had finished the wars of Mars. In this proem several topoi
are combined: on the one hand, it is suggested that the ideal ruler is equally familiar with war and arts (Arte et Marte), while on the other the poem refers to the concept very typical for the Jesuit schools: gaining knowledge is a fight that can be
compared with real battle fields. The difference between the two types of battle is
that the students fight for knowledge, and for the virtues that will help him to conduct a proper way of life (“ad mitia denique bella, / Bella Stagiraeo, duce te, peragenda Lycaeo”).19
The poet mentions the role of the Hungarian nobility in the fights for the Habsburgs. The family Erdődy is presented as an example for the loyality to the Habsburg dynasty, as it can be deciphered from the coat of arms of the family (see 1st
illustration). It consists of four fields: two of them shows two stars between waves
(this refers to Erdőd castle, which is located where the Drava flows into the Danube). The tower and the wheel are symbols of the family’s ancient property,
Monyorókerék, that was given to the ancestor of the family, Tamás Bakócz, on
account of his loyalty to the king. The eagle reminds of the martial merits of the
family against the Turks, and was also added to the coat of arms by the emperor.
The coat of arms can be seen on the copperplate before the last poem,20 in
which the Virgin Mary herself talks to Ferdinand III: she excuses Erdődy, who did
not have the opportunity to prove his loyalty on the battle field, but he yearns to
fight for Mary, for the king, and for his country. The Mother of God asks the king
to help the student because of his loyalty to her and to the king. In this way the
devotion for the Virgin Mary and the loyalty to the House of the Habsburgs are
inseparably conjoined. The poet hopes that this political-religious loyalty will help
to expel the Turks from Hungary, as the motto says: “Mariae protectio / Erdeody
miles Mariae”. The picture symbolizes this hope: the coat of arms of the family is
hanging from a tree; in the foliage – as the poem explains in the words of the Virgin Mary – there is a shield from which rays of light come forth. On the rays we
read: “Hungariae protectio”. The streams on the one hand set the castle of Buda on
fire, wich causes the Turks to flee. On the other hand, they nourish the flame of a
forge, where new arms are being made for Hungary.
The loyalty for the ruler was of particular importance in 1633, since the Habsburgs often had to face revolts in their hereditary provinces: Stephen Bocskai rebelled against the Habsburgs between 1604–1606, and the Thirty Years’ War itself
began with the revolt of the Czech lands. It was during this time (precisely in 1620)
that Thomas Balásfi, the Catholic bishop of Bosnia published his book with the
title De fidelitate subditorum erga principes. This work argues for the necessity of
loyalty to the ruler, for which he employs the ancient topos of the state as a body.
19

„At last, you are leading us into gentle wars, wars that must be fought in the Lycaeon of Stagira.”
Gloria virtutis, A2r, (Ferdinando III. 5–6. sor).
20
Published by Galavics, 74.
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The head is the ruler, while the members of the body are the subjects. If the subjects are loyal to the ruler, the body is healthy, if they are not, it suffers from sickness. Besides, he calls loyalty the base of justice.21 Since the power of the king is
from God, disloyalty evokes the wrath of God, while loyalty is rewarded by Him.
So, political and religious loyalty are closely connected in this book as well.
Inside this frame of two poems one may find the emblems of the kings of Hungary. The nine rulers are devided into three groups, every group represents a virtue:
the first group deals with the piety of the kings of Hungary, the second with the
martial virtues, and the last one displays the political virtues. These three groups
imitate three different genres of antique literature: the elegy, the Horatian ode, and
the idyll.
Saint Stephen I talks in the first poem, trying to persuade the Hungarians to
abandon pagan beliefs. The poem’s structure is based on the contrasts between
darkness and light, death and life: Christ is the living God, and the idols are dead,
so pagan Hungary is dead as well, and her life will only begin when she has already been baptized.
Lumen adest, crux ecce micat, micat ignibus aether
Huc oculos, huc gens Hungara, lumen adest.
O satis est somni, Christus modo discutit illum:
O satis est mortis, nunc tua vita venit.

This contrast is in the focal point of the engraving before the text. Saint Stephen I
can be seen in the picture, driving through corpses in a carriage, with thunderbolts
(symbols of the punishment of God) in his right, and with the coat of arms of Hungary and the reins of the horses in his left hand. A statue of a supposedly pagan god is
lying on the ground. A cross can be seen in the clouded sky breaking through the
darkness with its light;this lght is caught by an angel with a mirror, and the reflection
of the cross is thrown onto the coat of arms of Hungary. An other angel is trying to
put the crown on the top of Stephen’s head, holding a ribbon, on which there is the
inscription: “In hoc signo vinces”. This scene compares Stephen with Constantine
the Great, who made Christianity the religion of the state in late antiquity, so he was
regarded as the prefiguration of the pious king. The message is clear: Stephen received the kingdom because he was able to christen the people of Hungary.
There is a contradiction, however, between the picture and the text: while the
former shows the converting to be a violent activity, the latter does not say anything about what will happen to the pagans who are not willing to be baptised:
Stephen enhances the benefits of Christianity:
Hinc honor, hinc pleno veniet tibi copia cornu,
Messem non capient horrea, vasa merum.
21

„Fundamentum iustitiae est fides, dictorum factorumque constantia.” (Tamás Balásfi: De fidelitate
subditorum erga principes, Coloniae Agrippinae, 1621., caput III, 4.)
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He explains the topos of the “fertility of Hungary” as a reward for the Christian
faith.
The next poem represents the virtue of honouring the Virgin Mary: Saint
Emerich, the son of Stephen I renounces his right to the throne of Hungary when he
learns that his father offered Hungary into the graceful care of the Mother of God.
This contradicts the tradition in so far as Stephen I commended the country into the
clemency of the Virgin Mary because after the death of Emerich he had no other
heir. In Erdődy’s poem, however, Stephen makes his vow in the lifetime of
Emerich. The abdication of the throne suggests that the real ruler of Hungary has
always been the Mother of God, the actual kings have received their power from
her, and not according to some line of succession. For example, the abovementioned Balásfy writes that the Hungarian parliament elects the kings because of
their virtues and merits. This was regularly used as an argument against the Habsburgs’ claim to treat Hungary as a hereditary province.
This elegy is written in the style of Tibull’s famous elegy (I. 1.), in which the
poet talks about preferring the countryside to urban life. Emerich not only abdicates the throne but he gives up his mundane lifestyle as well: he vows virginity.
The engraving before the poem illustrates his choice:
O bene! iamque adeo ne foedere desit in illo
Hostia virgineis dissolvenda focis:
En totum in media tibi me lito cordis in acerra
Hic sibi nil posthac iuris habebit Hymen.

The heart emitting fume in the direction of the sky was a widely known emblem
for fearing God. This can also be seen on the 79th emblem in Gabriel Rollenhagen’s
Nucleus emblematum:22 smoke rises, from a winged heart placed on the Bible, toward the Sun among the clouds.Another emblem of Rollenhagen’s expresses the
piety of the ruler: God’s hand holds a heart. According to the subscriptio this
means that the hearts of the kings are governed by God, so that they might act for
the benefit of the world. The meaning of Emerich’s copperplate can be explained
with the 30th emblem in Camerarius Symbola et emblemata.23 With the motto
“Fragrat adustum” (“Gives scent when burning”), the emblem shows a smoking
casket for incense between two trees . As the subscription explaines, the incense

22
Gabriel Rollenhagen Nucleus emblematum selectissimorum..., Coloniae, 1611. Nr. 79. See: Emblemata: Handbuch zur Sinnbildkunst des XVI. und XVII. Jahrhunderts, Hrsg. von Arthur Henkel
und Albrecht Schöne, Stuttgart, 1978. Nr. 1029. Nosse Deum, metuisse Deum, Sapientia summa est, /
Quaerere cor rectum hanc nocte dieque solet. („The greatest wisdom is to know and fear God, the
rightous heart endeavors for this.”)
23
Gabriel Rollenhagen: Selectarum emblematum centuria secunda, Coloniae, 1613. Nr. 46. Regum
corda manu Deus omnipotente gubernat / Ut mundum auxilio consilioque juvent. („The hearts of the
kings are governed by the hand of God, in order to help and give advice to the world.”)
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gives odour only if it is burning, as people are only capable of virtuous deeds when
they are burning with the love of God, and make devotional exercises.
In the next poem, Béla I talks to the Hungarians who want to adhere to paganism instead of Christianity.24 The poem paraphrases Propertius’s elegies (I. 5., I.
17.), in which the abandoned lover threatens his unfaithful lady. God avenges infidelity: the whole world turns against the pagans, the angels throw spears at them
from heaven:
Nec satis: angelicae capiunt quoque spicula turmae,
Inque caput sontis tela potenter agunt.
Et mihi de nihilo datus haud est regius ensis,
Quando corona meo constitit in capite.

These four lines are the main sources of inspiration for the copperplate pictures
(see 2. illustration). Corpses of dragons (on the left side of the picture) symbolise
the pagans who abandoned the Christain faith. Lances, with inscriptions on them,
pierce the corpses: the texts contain the Christian creed: „Natus ex Maria virgine”,
„A patro filioque procedit”, „Credo in Deum”. In the foreground the fight is still
going on: a knight (probably King Béla) is killing the last dragon. He stands upon a
rock, on which there is the inscription: „Super hanc petram”. This refers to the task
of the ruler who must govern the country in harmony with the Catholic church. So
the ruler can be the tool of God’s wrath. It is worth noting, however, that this role
does not mean that the king is cruel: he is only acting in the name of God.
The notes belonging to the poem give several examples for the wrath of God
from Hungarian history, especially from the history of the Árpád dynasty. God
takes the power away from Andrew I and his successor because he let the pagans
do cruel things to the priests. Peter Orseolo was punished because his bad ways of
government led the people of Hungary back into paganism; Samuel Aba had to pay
with his life, because he expelled Peter Orseolo; Colomann had to face repercussion because he blinded his own brother and nephew. God punishes the ruler, if he
neglects his duties towards his subjects, or if he ascends the throne trough disloyal
or dishonest means. The good ruler, on the other hand, gets his reward: the successors of Béla I are the future kings of Hungary, just as Phineas25 earned the title of
high priest also for his descendants because he successfully fought against the people of Midia who had seduced the Jews into idolatry.
After this poem, the poet turns to Ferdinand III, announcing that there is no
need for these ancient examples, since the king’s ancestors from the House of the
Habsburgs had the same virtues as the Hungarian kings.
The next three poems contain the martial virtues of the kings of Hungary. These
were written in the genre of the Horatian ode. The Jesuit teacher, Jacobus Pontanus
24
In the XI. century, the Hungarians revolted against Christianity three times. In 1061 János, son of
Vata was the leader of the revolt, wich was stricken Béla I.
25
Num 25: 1–13., Num 31:16.
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wrote in his Institutiones poeticae,26 that the task of the lyric genres was to praise
great achievements: for example, Pindar glorified winners of the Greek games,
while Horace praised not only persons, but objects, places, and even virtues as
well.27 The virtues are praised in Horace’s odes in the following way: the virtue
itself is being defined by a gnome, i.e., a brief maxim, then illustrated by examples,
mostly images taken from the mythical, natural, or human world, and, finally, the
virtue is associated with a person or an event.
The three poems concerning the martial virtues are constructed in the following
way. The case of Géza I stand for providence (“Providentia in praecavendo”). At
the beginning of the poem a gnome can be read: sheer strength is not enough for
the victory, the ruler must foresee the possible dangers. A Biblical parallel underscores this maxim: the young David was able to defeat the robust Goliath by using
his wit; then similes taken from Nature follow: the hound is able to defeat the boar,
and the good shepherd can frighten away the wolf by setting up a scare-crow. This
simile explains the copperplate before the poem (see 3. illustration): the ruler as a
good shepherd is a popular topos of the time which is present in other emblembooks of the age as well. The main source of inspiration may have come from the
second emblem in Julius Wilhelm Zincgref Emblematum ethico-politicoru.28 According to the motto of this emblem (“Pro grege”: ‘for the herd’) the duty of the
ruler is to take care of the well-being and the salvation of his subjects. In the picture a dog can be seen, keeping guard for the safety of herds. The engraving in
Erdődy’s book is a variant of this: the wolf gets frightened by the scare-crow standing at the fence, so the shepherd and his dog can relax in the foreground.
However, providence can not be enough on its own, either; it must be combined
with power. It is easier for the pious one because heaven helps him, as heaven
helped Géza I as well, rewarding him for his piety. The gnome is based on several
historical facts, referred to in the notes: Géza pardons the besieged troops of the
enemy when they come to him with an icon of the Virgin Mary; he commands his
soldiers to receive Holy Communion before going to the battle; before the battle
Géza prays to the Virgin Mary and Martin of Tours, and offers a temple for them,
if they help. There is an example for his providence in battle: he swaps the coats of
arms with his brother, Ladislaus, so that instead of the king he might draw attention
to himself.
The relation between the picture before the next poem and the motto (“Audacia
in invadendo”) is more self-evident. The text of the poem concerning Saint Ladis26

Jacobi Pontanus: Poeticarum Institutionum libri III., Ingolstadii, 1594.
„Commendatur sobrietas, iustitia, fides, continentia, parsimonia, religio, caeteraeque virtutes. Laudes
eodem referuntur non deorum modo ac hominum, sed aliarum quoque rerum. Itaque Horatius non solum
laudavit deos, Augustum, Maecenatem, Drusum, Aelium Lamiuam, Pindarum, verum etiam loca
amoena, villas, vina, fontes, et virtutes, quas dixi paulo ante.” Pontani..., Liber II, caput XXIX., 138.
28
Wilhelm Zincgref: Emblematum ethico-politicorum centuria. Heidelberg, 1619.
27
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laus alludes to the picture (see the 4th illustration), but the whole poem does not
express his fortitude but rather his clemency: after having won in a battle he did not
insist on the death of his enemies, so in this case, the picture and the text are in
contradiction. In the poem Ladislaus talks to a soldier, who says that the King
should not pardon the enemy. In Ladislaus’s opinion this is not a fault, but a virtue:
Tauris, si iaceant, dabit
Sylvanus veniam et magnanimus leo.

The picture resembles to the 10th emblem in Zincgref’s book („Magno furor est
in sanguine mergi”: ‘it is insanity to shed too much blood’). The motto comes from
a simile in Statius’s poem,29 which compares the bloodthirsty soldier to a lion. On
Zincgref’s picture a lion can be seen attacking a bull from behind, which represents
fighting with unequal conditions. In the picture in Erdődy’s book this motive is
modified in order to show the opposite of the original picture: it enhances Ladislaus’s virtue in the battlefield.
Ladislaus had the power and fortitude to kill his enemies but he feels pity for
them. The actual heroic deeds are told in the marginal notes: the king saves a virgin
from a Cuman soldier, and takes up a duel with the Cuman leader in order to put an
end to the enmity without a battle.
Not only fortitude and clemency are present in Ladislaus’s actions, but modesty
as well: he did not want to accept the crown of Hungary, while Salamon, the other
king was still alive; the only office he longed for was to lead the Crusades. This
reflects a basic virtue of Neo-Stoic moral philosophy: one should win oneself (the
desires of the soul) first, only after this can a person take up offices.
The third poem (“Constantia in persequendo”) begins with a gnome as well: the
general must endure difficult circumstances, he must hold out till the end of the
war because it is often the end that decides the outcome of the war. This virtue was
present in Mathias Corvinus as well, who always defeated the enemy, as a river
sweeps away the people who get in its way, or as a hunter, who chases the ducks
until he can shoot them down. This scene can be seen on the copperplate (see the
5th illustration).
The relation between the pictures and the texts in this section is not as unambiguous as it was in the former section. The hermeneutical tension between the
motto and the picture is resolved by reading the poem because the pictures are inspired by a simile of the text, which makes the abstract concept intelligible for the
reader. The logical connection between the concept and the simile or example is
present in the poem, but it is not there in the picture, therefore the emblem cannot
be understood without reading the poem.
After the second group of poems, the poet turns to Ferdinand III: the king has
similar virtues, and he will be able to extend the borders of Hungary.
29

Statius: Thebais VIII. 593–596.
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The last three poems show the political virtues of rulers from the House of the
Habsburgs; these virtues are needed for a just government. The poems were written
in the genre of the idyllic eclogue, but the persons talking in them are not shepherds: the first eclogue takes place in a vineyard, the second on a hunting expedition, and the third among fishermen. Bucolic lyrical poems were considered to be a
suitable genre for political allegories because the Eclogues of Vergil were thought
to have direct allusions to political events of the author’s time, and the shepherds
could have been identified with real persons from Antiquity.
The first poem in this section shows a vine dresser who consoles the grapes,
because the vineyard in Mohács mourns the death of Aretinus. The vine dresser
prophesies that an avenger, Philander may come, who will catch the bulls and the
foxes that ruined the vineyard. From the notes it is evident that it is Louis II who is
meant by Aretinus; fell at the battle of Mohács. Philander is identified with Ferdinand I. The vineyard is Hungary, the bulls are an allegory for the Turks, while the
foxes mean the protestants. How is this allegory connected to the copperplate before the poem (see 6th illustration)? The notes mention that Ferdinand supported
the Jesuit order in founding schools where the pupils were taught Catholic morality; this was the best way to fight against heresy. The picture before the poem shows
this in an allegorical way: Ferdinand – seated on an eagle – flies toward the Sun,
which is the symbol of Christian truth. He pulls three children (who are sitting on
eagles as well) after himself by a rope.
The motif of an eagle flying toward the Sun can be traced back to several emblem-books.30 The 4th emblem in Camerarius’s third book (“Per tela, per ignes” –
‘through weapons, through fire’) depicts a similar scene. According to the explanation, the eagle symbolizes the soul that despite all obstacles, arrives at its goal. Another emblem in Covarrubias Orozco’s Emblemas morales31 depicts a man sitting
on the back of an eagle: this emblem means that Christ saved the soul from worldly
temptations, and takes it back to the Heavenly Father. The picture in Erdődy’s book
combines these two emblems, and suggests that Ferdinand as the supporter of the
Jesuit order leads the souls of the pupils in the Jesuit school back to God.
The next picture, which symbolises the clemency and generosity of Ferdinand
II, does not follow the text closely, either (see the 7th illustration): generosity is
expressed by the traditional symbol of cornucopia, while a woman leading back
the lost lamb to the king symbolises clemency. The poem describes a scene from a
hunting expedition: hunters chase a deer called Stella in the forest (where the Battle
of the White Mountain took place). Melisaeus (the allegoric figure of Ferdinand II),
the ruler of the forest, saves the animal: this symbolises the pardon given to the
Czech orders. The ones who surrender to the emperor will live in prosperity, but
those showing resistance will be punished.
30
31

Emblemata, Nr. 760.
Emblemas morales de don Sebastian de Covarrubias Orozco, 1610. III. Nr. 96.
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In the last poem devoted to a virtue of the ruler focuses on the wedding of Ferdinand III and Maria Anna, which took place on the 20th February, 1631. Two
fishermen are having a conversation in the poem: one of them talks about the naiads that he saw preparing presents for the birth of the successor of the throne (Ferdinand IV was born on 8 September, 1633.). This makes the fishermen remember
the wedding ceremony two years before.
The picture shows the wedding procession (see the 8th illustration): a swan is
floating above the king, on his right side the motto “Pietate” can be read, and his
right hand holds a sceptre. On his left side a sword, a scale and the motto “Iustitia”
can be seen. Both the poem and the picture glorify the ruler only in general terms:
the virtues are present only as notions, the poet does not give any examples as regards how these virtues are manifested in the actions of the king.
The book draws a parallel between the Medieval history of Hungary and the
events in the age of the Counter-Reformation: the kings of the Árpád dynasty and
Mathias Corvinus represent Neo-Stoic virtues that were expected from a king in the
17th century. On the one hand, the kings from the past are set up as examples for
Ferdinand III, on the other they function as direct predecessors of him, in this way
legitimating the power of the House of the Habsburgs in Hungary.
The relationships detectable between text and picture seem to be rather diverse.
In the case of Ferdinand I and II, the emblems are not based on the subsequent
poems: they can only be understood in the knowledge of the emblematic tradition
because they are constructed from such elements which can be traced back to other
emblem-books. In the poems, there are no thematic allusions to the pictures.
The motifs in the poems on the virtues of Stephen I and Béla I (the contrast of
light and darkness, the angels throwing spears) play a significant role in constructing the picture standing before the poems: the texts help the reader to decode the
meaning of the images.
The picture and text interpret each other in the case of the poems on the martial
virtues (Géza I, Saint Ladislaus, Mathias Corvinus), because the picture depicts a
simile from the text, the relationship between the two media is as in the case of an
analogy.
The poems on Saint Emerich and Ferdinand III illustrate the persons with allegorical features. The illustration follows the text closely.
It is typical for all of the poems that the mottos and the pictures represent general concepts, virtues, and moral rules which could be understood without substantial knowledge of Hungarian history. The notes supply the historical examples for
the general concepts contained in the poems. This poetical method makes use of
incidents from the history of Hungary as a rhetorical device for praising the Habsburg rulers.
Finally, here is a comprehensive table of the material used in this paper:
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Person
Dedication
Saint Stephen I
Saint Emerich
Béla I
Géza I

Motto
Idololatriae profligatio
Virginis matris veneratio
Apostatarum a fide repressio
Providentia in praecavendo

Saint Ladislaus
Mathias Corvinus

Audacia in invadendo
Constantia in persequendo

Ferdinand I
Ferdinand II

Sanae doctrinae morumque studium
Clementia et munificentia

Ferdinand III

Pietas et iustitia

György Erdődy

Mariae protectio / Erdeody miles Mariae

Historical events
The dispute
Hungary takes up Christian faith
The death of Saint Emerich
The revolt of János, son of Vata
Battles against Solomon, king of
Hungary
Battles against the Cumans
Military campaigns against the
Turks
The Battle of Mohács (1526)
The Battle of the White Mountain
(1620)
The wedding of Ferdinand III and
Maria Anna (1631)
-

The Close-up of Death
Péter Nádas: Own Death1
LÉNÁRT, TAMÁS
An irregular combination of text and photography, Péter Nádas’ Own Death (2002)
juxtaposes text and photos of a pear tree (in the author’s garden in Gombosszeg) in
a highly provoking manner. Whereas his earlier work, Valamennyi fény (Some
light, 1999) – although with significant differences and modifications – follows the
genre characteristics of traditional photo albums, Own Death does not selfevidently belong to the same genre. Correspondingly, its two components, the text
and the photographs, also published and exhibited separately2, have ambiguous
identities: it is just as difficult to define the function of the photo-series depicting
the pear tree, as it is to attune oneself to the basic tone of the text, which appears to
be a diary-like personal account with objectivistic ambitions, continually affected
by various linguistic registers familiar from various genres (emphatic literary language, medical texts, philosophical essays, etc.)
As the most significant tendencies of inquiry in the vast reception of the work
(some of which is collected in the volume Testet öltött élet: Írások Nádas Péter
Saját halál és Párhuzamos történetek c. műveiről3) indicate, the photographs thus
compel the reader to interpret them from the perspective of the text. Actually, this
is precisely the interpretation Péter Esterházy suggested at the opening of the photo-exhibition, when – not without a hint of obscene irony – he mentioned two possible readings of the tree: on the one hand, an “anthropological”, a metaphorical
reading, and, on the other, an immediate-existential one.4 The pear tree in Gombosszeg can simultaneously be a trope for man (Péter Nádas5 in the state of clinical
death because of the complications following his heart-attack, or a metaphor of

1

I would like to express my gratitude to Luca Nemeskéri for the English translation of my paper, and
to Balázs Rapcsák for his help.
2
The photos of the pear tree were exhibited in Mai Manó Ház (Budapest), and the text was published
in the literary journal Élet és irodalom [Life and Literature] 2001. Christmas edition (2001/51–52,
2001 December 21).
3
László Szilasi mentions the “discourse-forming power” of Own Death (cf. Szilasi 2005).
4
cf. “It might easily be true that the wonders of nature like the pear tree, do not fuck, but at the same
time everybody fucks, so why not pear trees, although actually it is possible that they don’t […]. At
the same time it turned out that pear trees are perennial and vertebrate – just like humans.” And “it
seems that being a pear tree is a bigger thing than not being a pear tree. The exultant fear of being – or
how it normally goes.” (Esterházy 2003: 15)
5
It seems that the tree does not only represent the life functions of the protagonist, but the leafless
tree in winter is reminiscent of the human venous system as well.
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humankind, or a specific group of people6) and refer to the persistence of existence
beyond the human, “the exultant fear of being”.
It seems as if the photographs followed the text from the beginning: the deciduous tree is a metaphorical parallel to the exacerbation of the heart attack, thus being
a pictorial representation of the text. At the same time it is necessary to point out
that these two, the tree and the heart attack are in a mutual relationship: the peculiarity of the cardiac disease and the singularity of (the risk of) death refer to the
continuous rebirth of nature from the very beginning, due to the original (and originary) presence of the pear tree. These concepts return at the end of the text, since
the experience of death is connected to the experience of birth. The role of photography is ‘fulfilled’ in the text in a spectacular way: in the crucial moment of clinical death it gains a central role in the description.
It was strange, since my angle of sight was somewhat higher than my lying
position on the checkered floor would have warranted. My hesitant mind
weighed this anomaly; faced with such an unfamiliar situation, it sought illuminating information, trying to find a pigeonhole in the memory compartment where this experience could be stored. As if I had photographed something from a camera position higher than my actual viewpoint. Consciousness
lacked the labels necessary to explain the phenomenon. The ability to see
things ironically was not entirely lost either. Even the ability to see things
with a photographer’s eye remained. With benevolent forgiveness I observed
the assiduous hands, the hair on the hands, the solicitous efforts of my mind,
my own inexplicable optical illusion. But this, higher-than-realistic camera
position seemed to correspond to the perspective beyond the conceptual
world. (Nádas 2006: 231; cf. Kiss 2005: 106)

This passage is connected – by the arrangement of the book – to a really peculiar
photograph, taken from a lower than usual camera position, and its significance is not
without background traces referring us back to the earlier texts and photographs. The
seemingly neutral narration of the heart attack turns out to be a struggle for articulation and formulation to represent the near-death state, or death itself in general; and,
taking a closer look, it can be perceived as the adventure of seeing and representing
ourselves from an external point of view. This textual struggle is reinforced by variations of different linguistic registers and different “invocative” detours.7
6

The essay A helyszín óvatos meghatározása represents the mature permanence of the pear tree as the
centre and guarantee of the village community. (Cf. Nádas 2006b: 5–30)
7
All the allusions to the emphatically external entities might be regarded as invocations that might
help the narrator to articulate the experience. In his struggle for articulation he uses medical terms,
foreign expressions (“It is a single, short, flipping or tipping move. To tip over from somewhere and
thereby end up somewhere else. In German there is a good descriptive verb, Umkippen. In French,
too, there is a verb for this, basculer.”) and other insertions distancing the reader from the events
(“The big pot of looted gold I buried three paces from the big old wild pear tree.”), or the reference to
the “barking dogs of hell” as a kind of inverse invocation (cf. Nádas 2006a: 209, 193, 23).
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The narration starts with a displacement, a crossing, a transgression: as several
interpretations note, this transgression becomes the master-trope of the text (see e.
g. Borbély 2005: 93). This crossing is also identical with the emergence of the
heart-attack, the dissenting body (Nádas 2006: 13) that confronts consciousness,
mental functioning and patterns of upbringing (Nádas 2006: 31). The dichotomy of
body and soul becomes the fundamental layer of the text, but at the same time this
dichotomy is withdrawn and modulated throughout the narration (“In the absence
of a remembering the soul, the body cannot be understood”) (Nádas 2006: 35); it
records transitional stages. That is the case in the running episode, where the
source of experience is not assigned to the body:
If in running one relies on one’s mind instead of on one’s legs, as Lovelock
does, then the nature and extent of the required muscle work must be adjusted
to the rhythm of breathing. Even-paced breathing ties down the scenery in the
runner’s memory. And if he divides his attention proportionally between the
horizon and the three-step distance ahead of him, then, after a while, he can
let go of his bodily state. The visual experience is stronger than the inner sensation of the body. […]. It gave me an elemental pleasure to run across national borders with impunity.
My steaming body and bare breath could now be the only means to identify
myself.
Yes, this indeed is I. (Nádas 2006: 45)

Running is a well-known, recurring motif8 in the works of Nádas, and in this
text it gives up its social and bodily identity (the protagonist runs across national
borders – where he should identify himself precisely using an identification document with a photograph – with impunity, and “he can let go of his bodily state”) in
order to prove his being with his “steaming body” and “bare breath”. Therefore, he
partially abandons his body,9 and controls and harmonizes the bodily functions
(“muscle work”) with the outer world (“even-paced breathing ties down the scenery”) from this borderline situation.
The narrator makes similarly fine distinctions, looking in the mirror in the lavatory of the pub:

8

Although the appearance of runners is quite common in the novels of Nádas (e.g. in the first scene
of Parallel Stories the young Döhring discovers the dead body while running in the park), the immediate antecedent of the quoted text can be found in his Évköny (Yearbook), which is well worth a
comparison with the text of Own Death. The description in Yearbook calibrates the position of the
runner between pictorial and conceptual thinking, exceeding the world of images but not reaching the
world of concepts (cf. Nádas 2000: 214; Fodor 2009: 131–138), while the runner in Own Death –
following a similar train of thought – defines this Stimmung as the field of self-identity (”Yes, this
indeed is I.”); therefore, the two passages testify to the inseparable and interfering natures of the
image-concept difference and the self-understanding of the subject.
9
This partiality might be more accurately taken as a kind of movement, inasmuch as the description
follows the dynamic alternation of the bodily and external perspectives.
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However, the most I could see in the mirror was that somebody was looking
at himself. The surprising thing in all this was not my failure to identify myself with these characters looking at each other, but their waxy, gray complexion. I even looked up at the ceiling to check if it wasn’t the neon light
that created this effect. The sight I perceived just didn’t justify the sensation,
and vice versa: the bodily sensation didn’t justify the sight; the light on the
other hand, was too banal to explain anything. These discrepancies made me
dizzy. The wax-like, ash grey face showed no sign of sweat. It wasn’t I, yet
theoretically I couldn’t have seen anything other than my mirror image.
(Nádas 2006: 67)

Here, the “sight” is not under bodily control, but in order for the narrator to
perceive (or articulate) the difference between the two, he must assume a third
viewpoint to examine – himself. This narrative gesture is repeated with delicate
irony by the inclusion of the neon light in the text, inasmuch as it is the light, as a
metaphor for the divine, that complements the dichotomy of image and reflection,
and transforms it into a triangle. To achieve this, the narrator must of course assume a fourth viewpoint, just as in the essay entitled Melancholy (cf. Nádas 2008:
238–262). But the light turns out to be “too banal”, and it fails to give explanations,
just as the narrative consciousness refuses to create causal links, since it feels his
integrity is threatened (“made me dizzy”). These different scenes on the day before
going to hospital are somehow ‘preparations’ for the experience of clinical death;
the disunion of body and consciousness, as well as the possibility of the gaze from
outside of the body, appear not only in the ‘scenic’ structures of the various life
situations, but continuously, in the narrative and focalizing modulations of the text.
The following quotation is an example of this:
One does not have the faintest idea of the processes going on in one’s body.
Why I couldn’t walk I didn’t understand. It’s not like I’ve fainted. One can
see clearly that a simple explanation wouldn’t do. Better to pretend that everything is in perfect order. Relying on the patterns of his upbringing he passionately ignores the reality of his condition. In the meantime, he casually
sorts through the possible reasons. It’s all too complicated. My problem is
that I am hot and I am sweating. He is unable to pick his way through the
maze of inner and outer intricacies. There are possible causes which, according to the rules of inner talk, he wouldn’t dare to mention even to himself.
Thus the causal connections remain beyond reach. I have been working too
much lately, he says; I am tense, he says, and exhausted. Or is he not sweating, he asks, because he is once more repulsed by everything and everybody.
He takes cover behind expressions others like to use and he knows only too
well. (Nádas 2006: 31)

First, the “self” and the body, the “organism” are separated, but this is revealed
by a less personal narrator, speaking in the third person. This less personal narration is alternating with the first-person narration, therefore it is quite difficult to
identify whether we hear the narration of the “self” (the consciousness), or the
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“body”; especially if we consider that in what follows, the distinction itself gets
modulated with the separation of “the patterns of upbringing” and the “reality of
the condition”. The impersonality of the sentence “It’s all too complicated” is followed by a sentence narrated in the first person, talking about bodily symptoms;
then these are commented on and interpreted, as it were, by the voice in the third
person. After that, free indirect speech replaces and distances the voice in the first
person: here, the severance of the narrative voice becomes significant again, but the
“self” is contrasted with an external, and not a bodily, voice. Therefore, the narrator of the text is comprised in the variations of at least three different voices: the
“bodily” voice, the voice of consciousness and an external voice; and somehow
speaks from the interstitial space created by these entities.
The perspective of a camera position higher than the narrator’s actual viewpoint
offered at the moment of the near-death experience might be less startling if we consider that the stake of articulation in the text has constantly to do with the split in the
self and its becoming-external-to-itself. This might be the reason why the narrator
“had been not only a writer dealing with the value and evaluations of words, but also
a photographer who deals with the nature of light” (Nádas 2006: 221). Thus, he can
qualify as an “amusing little advantage” (Nádas 2006: 221), since in Own Death, the
outside perspective, the technique of a “higher camera position” (borrowed from
photography) is much rather an implication of the possibility of verbal articulation.
The metaphysical world view displayed and “visualized” 10 by concepts often arranged in a seemingly unambiguous hierarchy, is thus presented in a continuously
shifting verbal medium. The conceptuality of this medium and the status of this conceptuality oscillate between the posteriority of the origin, and the deficient, fragmentary nature of this posteriority. Language enables articulation, but with the very same
gesture something goes amiss, something gets lost.
Eventually, this movement is exemplified by the description of the experience of
death, too, which allows the narrator to return to a “primeval state”, in which he can
pass through birth and death in the very same moment. Still, this experience is peculiarly and maybe ironically posterior, since the revelation itself comes in the course
of rehabilitation after clinical death – and this process of rehabilitation appears precisely as the return to the order of the conceptual world.11 In addition, the revelation
is the result of an emphatically bodily sensation that is a “profane” metonymy,
namely the touch of a vacuum pipe. This touch reminds the narrator of the similarity
10
This order is depicted by a certain visuality; visual metaphors, precisely because of its “rigidity”. In
Own Death this appears primarily in the description of the experience of clinical death. “Now, finally
you can see the various levels of consciousness in conjunction. The structures of pre-linguistic existence, that is, of pure perception […]” (Nádas 2006a: 235).
11
“One knows what to do to be accepted by others, but recreating every relationship is an act of
violence committed against oneself. One mustn’t see the place a thing occupies in the overall structure, one must see the thing instead, the thing that others take to be real. To feel the raspy ridges of the
vacuum pipe in one’s fingers.” (Nádas 2006a: 271).
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between the vacuum pipe and the birth canal – that is, a metaphor.12 This foregrounds the verbal conditionality of the articulation of an experience, the figures of
metaphor13 and metonymy, exposing the fact that the experience kept primarily in
the visual dimension of “seeing” (light – shade, dark – light, enlightenment, vision,
etc.) turns out to be accessible only verbally and a posteriori.
And there stands the pear-tree. As already interpreted and still demanding interpretation.
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It might not be a coincidence that the vacuum cleaner, just as many other objects from the description of the experience of death, appears in the narration much earlier. “They moved something in me.
This is the first sensation. As if they had turned on a high-power suction pipe, a vacuum cleaner set
by mistake not to suction but to blowing mode. There is something outside me that by its incredible
force makes itself felt inside my body. The keel has shifted.” (Nádas 2006a: 181).
13
It is stressed by the text itself in the description of the vacuum pipe revelation: “Like someone who
recognizes the region of real phenomena with the help of a tangible metaphor.” (Nádas 2006a: 277).

Dred as ekphrasis of Biblical apocalyptic visions
LÉVAI, RUTH K.
In book X of Plato’s The Republic, Socrates asserts that, “everything finds expression in three arts: the art that uses, the art that creates, and the art that imitates.”
(Plato 1985: 291). He later goes on to explain that he considers the art that imitates
to be “generally far from the truth.” (Plato 1985: 293). Still, only a few lines earlier
in the conversation, he claims that “...judgments about what is true, beautiful, or
good in any living thing, any human action, or any human art ought to be made
only in terms of the use that nature or the artisan intended them for.” (Plato 1985:
292). Here he touches upon the core questions which must occupy us in any study
of ekphrasis: is the repetition of the theme of one art form in the birthing of another
merely imitation? Does imitation take us further from the truth? Is it possible for
the artisan who uses, creates and imitates to be one and the same? If judgments
about something can only be made by the one in whom, or from whom, it originated, what purpose can there be in attempting to show it in a new light? I propose to
explore these questions specifically with regard to the character of Dred in Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s novel Dred: a Tale of the Great and Dismal Swamp. When asked
by the idealistic Clayton, who had reached a point of crisis in his worldview,
whether he believes that he will be among the elect of the Lord, Dred cryptically
responds, ”Shall the axe magnify itself against him that lifteth it?” (Stowe H. 1896:
161) thereby succinctly describing his own ekphratic purpose in the novel as the
personification of biblical apocalyptic visions. Not only is he used by the author to
highlight these visions, but he transports them into an entirely new context. He is
also keenly aware of the fact that that is his role and seems indeed to have chosen
it. Shall the axe magnify itself against him that lifteth it? Shall Dred be classified as
the art that uses, the art that creates or the art that imitates? Shall his character take
us closer to, or further away from, the truth?
In perhaps one of the most profound exchanges in Western literature, and arguably in human history, Pontius Pilate, face to face with Jesus, asks, “Truth? What is
that?” (John 18:38) It is a profound moment, not only because Pilate, the representative of justice, plainly admits to his ignorance of any absolute standard by
which he could judge and he doubts even truth’s existence, but also because only a
few pages earlier in the text Jesus had told his disciples, “I am the way, the truth
and life.” (John 14:6 – my emphasis). The irony of the scene can hardly be rivaled:
truth is standing before him in bodily form, and Pilate asks, “What are you?”. In
the opening chapter of his gospel, John writes of Christ, “...though the world was
made through him, the world did not recognize him.” (John 1:10). In other words,
the drama of the whole of humankind is played out in that one moment between
Pilate and Jesus. Although nothing has perhaps occupied the human psyche of each
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generation more than the discovery of truth, time has proven again and again our
incapacity, even unwillingness to see it.
Enter ekphrasis. According to the definition given by Wikipedia, ekphrazein,
the Greek verb from which it derives, means "to proclaim or call an inanimate object by name." Interestingly enough, there is a striking correspondence between this
definition of ekphrazein and the New Testament concept of creation: “It is by faith
that we understand that the ages were created by a word from God, so that from the
invisible the visible world came to be.” (Hebrews 11: 3 – my emphasis) [Wikipedis
is not considered to be a respectable source of information in the eyes of many.
Thus, another source of – even the same – the definition should be given from a
more scholarly work, such as: Murray Krieger’s Ekphrasis (Krieger, 1992) and/or
Ruth Webb’s Ekphrasis, (Webb 2009), indicating that this term has several meanings in recent critical theory] We know, again from the gospel of John, that Jesus
was “the Word” (John 1:1) and that the world was “made through him.” As in the
case of ekphrasis, it is the naming of something, the use of language to address it,
which gives it existence. Yet in the mind of the ancient Greeks ekphrasis had come
to mean mere imitation:
Then we should be prepared to declare that the entire tribe of poets – beginning
with Homer – are mere imitators of illusions of virtue and imitators as well of
the other things they write about. They don't lay a hand on truth. Instead, as we
said a moment ago, they are like the painter who knows nothing about cobbling
but who creates what seems to be a shoemaker... (Plato 1985: 291)

In the early Christian mind God's original act of creation was itself ekphrasis:
the writer of Hebrews uses the Greek word “rhema,” meaning a word, saying,
phrase or speech, to describe the means of creation. Then Christ himself came as
ekphrasis of truth: what humans thought to be an inanimate concept “became flesh”
(John 1:14) and was called by an actual human name. Thus it might be said that for
the Christian not only is ekphrasis much more than simply a means of imitation,
but it it leads one closer to the truth. Indeed it is truth itself.
It is perhaps no accident that Harriet Beecher Stowe's own conversion is closely
connected with the gospel of John. In a personal letter from 1886 Stowe describes
how as a pre-teen schoolgirl she went to church one summer Sunday morning with
not too high expectations: “There won't be anything for me today; it is all for these
grown-up Christians.” (Stowe Ch. E. 1889: 45) Yet she was unusually moved by
her father's sermon on that occasion:
…when father began to speak, I was drawn to listen by a certain pathetic earnestness in his voice...his text was taken from the Gospel of John, the declaration of Jesus: 'Behold, I call you no longer servants, but friends.' His theme
was Jesus as a soul friend offered to every human being. (Stowe Ch. E. 1889:
45 – my emphasis)
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As Stowe's faith developed and grew it was this concept of Christ as a personal
friend, as ekphrasis of beauty, truth, goodness, etc. in a form easily accessible to
human beings, which continued to capture her thoughts. Five years after her original epiphany she writes in a letter to her brother Edward in 1828:
….I am willing that He should know all...a friend to whom I would
acknowledge all my faults must be perfect. Let any one once be provoked,
once speak harshly to me, once sweep all the chords of my soul out of tune, I
never could confide there again. It is only to the most perfect Being in the
universe that imperfection can look and hope for patience. How
strange!...You do not know how harsh and forbidding everything seems,
compared with his character." (Stowe Ch. E. 1889: 52)

Clearly, Stowe didn't just imagine that she knew the truth as an abstract concept; rather she envisioned herself as being in a relationship with the truth. This is
also the truth which she strove to depict in her works. Perhaps it was the lack of
this ekphratic link which caused Socrates to so contemptuously denigrate the poet:
“Then neither knowledge nor opinion can help the imitator to arrive at valid judgments about his own imitations...so far as understanding his own work, then, the
situation of poet and imitator must be truly delightful...he will keep on imitating,
and never will he understand why something is bad or good.” (Plato 1985: 292).
The poet could not yet be conceived of as one who “contemplated things in themselves,” as there was at that time no precedent for a unmediated mediator, something or someone which directly connected the inanimate world of invisible perfection with the flesh and blood world of the poets. Poets, for Socrates, remained relegated to the realm of opinion rather than knowledge. “On the other hand, those who
always contemplate things in themselves, things that always remain the same and
never change, shall we not say that they exhibit knowledge and not merely opinion?” (Plato 1985: 172–173). It would never have struck Stowe that a poet could
not be one "who always contemplates things in themselves," indeed she conceived
of it as the chief vocation of any poet worthy of the name:
Oh! will there never be a poet with a heart enlarged and purified by the Holy
Spirit, who shall throw all the graces of harmony, all the enchantments of
feeling, pathos, and poetry, around sentiments worthy of them?...It matters
little what service He has for me...I do not mean to live in vain. He has given
me talents, and I will lay them at his feet, well satisfied, if He will accept
them. All my powers He can enlarge. He made my mind, and He can teach
me to cultivate and exert its faculties. (Stowe Ch. E. 1889: 53)

Because of her Christian faith Stowe believed it possible to give new life to eternal concepts by means of ever-renewing ekphrasis. Her writing was not a means of
expressing opinion or merely human emotion but a prism for refracting absolute
realities into colors the human mind could process. Surely even Socrates would
have to agree that she did not belong to the class of "dreamers" or "lovers of specta-
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cles and the arts" who do "...not believe in beauty itself and who {are} unable to
follow if another tries to lead him to the knowledge of beauty." (Plato 1985: 168).
Surely Stowe's faith in the true and steadfast character of her eternal friend must be
regarded as a belief in "beauty itself," and such a one, claims Socrates, "...is able to
contemplate it {beauty} as well as its parts without confusing essence and things
that share in essence." (Plato 1895: 168). What, after all, is ekphrasis, except a contemplation of things that share in some eternal essence in order to understand that
hidden reality? Stowe's contemplation of Christ's character led her to the certainty of
the highest possible form: "Well, there is a heaven, – a heaven, – a world of love,
and love after all is the life-blood, the existence, the all in all of mind." (Stowe Ch.
E. 1889: 58). Christ, who refracted divine love in a visible and tangible form, made
it possible to conceive of a bridge between human transitory emotion and eternal
reality, between fallible human thought and absolute knowledge.
It might be asked at this point why Stowe, a Christian whose faith in this "world
of love" seemed unwavering, would instead choose to breathe new life into the
violent words of apocalyptic prophecy, particularly of the Old Testament prophets,
through the character of Dred. It has been suggested that the reason might lie in
Stowe's despair over the immediate expediency of love: "Dred does restate the
gospel of evangelical love; the case is put by Milly, an old slave woman who, although she has lost no less than fourteen children to sale or death, urges the cause of
Christian love as it is argued in Uncle Tom's Cabin. Yet Mrs. Stowe, while she
clearly endorses Milly's message, has apparently lost confidence in its strength to
prevail." (Crozier 1969: 36) Indeed, Stowe herself admits in a letter to the Duchess
of Argyle dated June 17, 1856: "The book is written under the impulse of our
stormy times, how the blood and insults of Sumner and the sack of Lawrence burn
within us I hope to make a voice to say." (Hedrick 1994: 258). She is referring here
to the public beating in the U.S. Senate of her friend Massachusetts senator Charles
Sumner by Preston Brooks of South Carolina only a few months earlier, as well as
the raid of Lawrence, Kansas by proslavery men on May 21, 1856. Was it truly
these violent events which aroused within Stowe an unquenchable desire for fire
and brimstone, which caused her to doubt that love which was the „all in all of
mind” and of which she had spoken so fervently in her youth? Surely not. Surely
Dred was meant to satisfy more within us than our lust for revenge, or even our
sense of justice. On July 13, 1856 Stowe writes to her publisher: "There will be a
cracking among people when they come to these last chapters, which contain the
winding up and result of the whole train I have laid thro the book," (Hedrick 1994:
260) indicating that even as she began writing her book, she foresaw that it would
lead people along an unexpected path, perhaps even an unpleasant one. David C.
Miller writes in his excellent study Dark Eden: The swamp in nineteenth-century
American culture: „Stowe projected onto Dred fugitive, unfulfilled impulses that
testify to inner conflicts for which the slavery issue was in part only a screen.
Dred's appearance...rescues Stowe's novel from almost unrelenting mediocrity."
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(Miller 1989: 95). Clearly, Dred is more than a trope, yet what are these “fugitive,
unfulfilled impulses,” these “inner conflicts” whose truth is far more universal than
the slavery issue itself?
We must thank one anonymous male reviewer of the nineteenth century for
adding strength to our argument: he,“...suggested in all seriousness that Harriet
Beecher Stowe had not written the book by herself”; "...{he} says that some parts
are so far above the ordinary range of us women that some of the earnest men spirits of America must have chosen me as their Pythones to hand their oracles to the
public,” Stowe wrote in a letter to the Duchess of Argyle in September of 1856.
(Hedrick 1994: 263). Although she here makes light of her prophetic role as the
messenger of men, she by no means shirked her commitment to be the messenger
of that One who “made her mind.” The role of the poet as prophet is perhaps best
summed up by Aaron Kramer in The Prophetic Tradition in American Poetry,
1835–1900: „For a world in danger, he prophesies. For a world bewildered, he
interprets. For a world in darkness, he glows...the ’Truest Prophet’ is ’he who loves
his fellows,’ who peers more deeply into their memories and dreams than they
themselves do. His song, like his tower, is earth-based; his visions of past and future rise from the memories and dreams of the people...a more important function
is to clarify and verbalize the vague yearnings of the people.” (Kramer 1968: 11,
25, 26) Was Dred an expression of the vague yearnings of the people? Is he still?
Shall we go even further and ask, do the Biblical apocalyptic prophecies themselves contain the fulfilment of our existential restlessness? Do the images which
condemn us point to the source of our healing as well? Is ekphrasis truth? Stowe
intimates her answer in the following passage: "The gloomy fervor with which
Dred read these words of Scripture, selecting, as his eye glanced down the prophetic pages, passages whose images most affected his own mind, carried with it an
overpowering mesmeric force. Who shall say that, bound together by mystical
resemblances, and where one event is the archetype of thousands, that there is not
an eternal significance in these old prophecies? Do they not bring with them
"springing and germinant fulfilments" wherever there is a haughty and oppressive
nation, and a "flock of the slaughter"? (Stowe H. 1896: 84–85). Undoubtedly,
Stowe believed these prophecies to be expressing a steadfast characteristic of her
friend, the Truth, one which remained the same and didn’t change, and yet the
naming of which could not help but create new life. In his Social History of Art
Arnold Hauser writes, "For them {romantics} disease represented the negation of
the ordinary, the normal, the reasonable and contained the dualism of life and
death, nature and non-nature, continuance and dissolution, which dominated their
whole conception of life...{they} considered everything clear-cut and definite as
intrinsically of less value that the open, unfulfilled possibility, on which they bestowed the characteristics of infinite growth, of the eternal movement, change and
fertility of life. They regarded all solid forms, all unequivocal thoughts, all determinate utterance as dead and false..." (Hauser 1962: 182). Certainly, for Stowe the
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biblical prophecies in the mouth of Dred were not „determinate utterances,” they
were promises of things that have been, that are and that will be.
How can we begin to distinguish between these "dead and false determinate
utterances," these idols if you will, and the truth of ekphrasis? Indeed if we return
to our definition of ekphrazein, "to proclaim or to call an inanimate object by
name" we might ask to know the distinction between the creation of idols and the
creation of reality. Charles Rosen, in his brilliant study The Classical Style: Haydn,
Mozart, Beethoven, formulates the dilemma in the following manner: "I am concerned, therefore, not only with the meaning or significance of the music but also
with what made it possible to possess and to convey that significance." (Rosen
1997: xi). Any object, any thought, physical or otherwise, known by the human
mind can be named and assigned significance, but does that necessarily mean it has
essence? As Rosen asks, was it merely the mediocrity of their contemporaries
which made Haydn, Mozart and Beethoven stand out so astonishingly, or did their
music partake of a reality so dynamic that it continues to awaken new life even
today? In Exodus 20:4 the Israelites were told: "You shall not make yourself a
carved image or any likeness of anything in heaven above or on earth beneath or in
the waters under the earth." Why are human beings denied this seemingly creative
outlet? Why are we thus barred from the privilege of creating new realities? Perhaps we would do well to remember that according to the Judeo-Christian tradition,
"God created man in the image of himself, in the image of God he created him,
male and female he created them." (Genesis 1:27 – my emphasis) Only God is
defined as "I am he who is," (Exodus 3:14) thus reserving the right to ekphrasis
exclusively for himself. Only he is essence, reality, being, only he can bestow it.
He has shared his essence with human beings by creating them in his image, but
human beings possess no essence of their own to impart. Vilém Flusser touches
upon this in his fascinating study Towards a Philosophy of Photography:
Human beings cease to decode the images and instead project them, still encoded, into the world 'out there', which meanwhile itself becomes like an image – a context of scenes, of states of things. This reversal of the function of
the image can be called 'idolatry'...Since they are no longer able to decode
them, their lives become a function of their own images: Imagination has
turned into hallucination. (Flusser 2007: 10 – my emphasis)

It is quite striking that Flusser defines idolatry in a most Biblical sense: idolatry
is the reversal of the function of the image, i.e. when the image of God (human
beings) ceases to function as his image and instead attempts to function as God
himself. Therefore, our answer must be that idolatry constitutes any attempt to set
up anything as real, to grant meaning or a name to anything which does not share
in divine nature. Ekphrasis, as distinguished from idolatry, is a new expression of
reality or eternal truth, a glimpse of truth in a moment of time, as it were.
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The greatest revelations of reality in the Judeo-Christian tradition have come in
the form of images (human beings, the natural world, Christ), yet these images
were and still are preceded by words (logos, rhema, scripture) which breathe life
into them. Flusser speaks of the danger of "textolatry," a similarly false perception
of reality as that of idolatry: "There arises a state of 'textolatry' that is no less hallucinatory than idolatry...texts are then projected into the world out there, and the
world is experienced, known and evaluated as a function of these texts." (Flusser
2007: 12). We cannot deny the close resemblance between this description of textolatry and a passage in which Stowe speaks of the predominance of Biblical images in Dred's mind:
There is also a disposition...by which the human soul, bowed down beneath
the weight of mighty oppressions, and despairing in its own weakness, seizes
with avidity the initmations of a coming judgment, in which the Son of Man
appearing in his glory, and all his holy angels with him, shall right earth's
mighty wrongs. In Dred's mind this thought had acquired an absolute ascendancy. All things in nature and in revelation he interpreted by this key. (Stowe
H. 1896: 79 – my emphasis)

It is true that Dred knew of this Son of Man and his justice from a text, but it
was not the words of the text itself which gave him comfort, but rather the appearance of the Son of Man, this ekphrasis of truth, in a moment of time, which gave
him the will to live. Elsewhere Dred speaks of signs, forms and words "drawn on
the leaves," clearly indicating that he does not perceive reality as a mere function
of the text of scripture, but rather the text (and nature itself, including human beings and he himself) as a function of reality: "What else did the Spirit tell you? said
Teddy. "He showed me that there was a language in the leaves, said Dred, for I
rose and looked, and behold, there were signs drawn on the leaves, and forms of
every living thing, with strange words, which the wicked understand not, but the
elect shall read them. And, behold, the signs are in blood, which is the blood of the
Lamb, that descendeth like dew from heaven." (Stowe H. 1896: 82 – my emphasis). No exertion of human intellect can discern the meaning of the signs, forms and
words which Dred speaks of; rather it is human beings' relationship with the author
of these words which determines their ability to decode them.
It is interesting to note the connection which Stowe makes between visual and
auditory ekphrasis. Although she writes in a letter to Gamaliel Bailey, editor of the
National Era, that she considers her vocation to be "simply that of a painter", and
that, "there is no arguing with pictures" (Miller 1989: 90), she also equates prophetic power with that of music: "Even if not definitely understood, these magnificent compositions {Old Testament and Revelation} have a wild, inspiring power,
like a wordless yet impassioned symphony played by a sublime orchestra, in which
deep and awful sub-bass instruments mingle with those of ethereal softness, and
wild minors twine and interlace with marches of battles and bursts of victorious
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harmony." (Stowe H. 1896: 79) As Jacob Stratman notes in his article (2008: 387):
"...this music drives Dred toward action, actually afflicting him in his comfort."
Musical sounds, like images, cannot be contradicted, only accepted or rejected.
They cannot be agreed or disagreed with, only embraced or shut out. In the same
way, the Biblical prophecies stand in defiance of all reasoning; they cannot be contradicted by human argument. They are what they are, undenouncable, irradicable,
unsilenceable. The images are no more a function of the words, spoken or written,
which made them known, than the words are a function of the images which they
make known. Rather, both communicate visions and sounds of an essence other
than their own. These are not the visions and sounds of idols, for they do not project human images onto the world but images of a reality far above humans. The
prophet Jeremiah writes: "Within them I shall plant my Law, writing it on their
hearts," (Jeremiah 31:33) echoing Dred's experience as the prophetic truth sees its
reflection in his soul. Something is confirmed, a mutual acknowledgment takes
place as Dred meditates on the character and appearance of the Son of Man. Dred
cries out, not with human words, but with the voice of his entire being, yes, this is
the way it will be. This is the way it will be not only at some unforeseen point and
in some unknown place in the future, but this is the way it was, is and will be now,
within me. Stowe writes:
At some moments the idea of the crimes and oppressions which had overwhelmed his race rolled in upon him with burning pain which caused him to cry
out...this sentiment of justice, this agony in view of cruelty and crime, is in men a
strong attribute of the highest natures...but there is in nature and in the human heart
a pleading, interceding element, which comes in constantly to temper and soften
this spirit and this element in the divine mind, which the Scriptures represent by the
sublime image of an eternally interceding high priest...but the Scriptures tell us that
the mysterious person, who thus stands before all worlds as the image and impersonation of divine tenderness, has yet in reserve this awful energy of wrath. (Stowe
H. 1896: 142–143 – my emphasis)
Dred has become ekphrasis of eternal justice in the face of all that rejects it; he
has become ekphrasis of eternal tenderness in the face of all that goads it; he has
become ekphrasis of eternal wrath in the face of all that mocks it.
Thus we return to our beginning point, standing face to face with truth, even as
Pilate stood looking into the face of Jesus asking, "What is truth?" And the question begs to be asked, hasn't ekphrasis fallen short of its goal? Has it indeed faithfully served its purpose in making reality more accessible to us? If ekphrasis were a
sufficient or effective form of revelation, what explanation might be given for its
never-ending reproduction? There are those who would argue that ekphrasis is not
enough: "...its {romanticism} personification and mythologization of historical
forces, in brief, the idea that historical phenomena are nothing but the functions,
manifestations and incarnations of independent principles...according to this logic,
history appears as a sphere dominated by anonymous powers, as a substratum of
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higher ideas..." (Hauser 1962: 170 – my emphasis). Historical phenomena are
"nothing but" functions of a higher essence, implying that there is something more
which they could be. Is that indeed the case? Rosen puts his finger on the dilemma
and its solution in his discussion of the use of stereotypes in music: "Mozart's excellence consists not only, or even primarily, in violating the expectations set up by
the standard formulas of his time, but also in the way he made the stereotypes appear graceful and determined by the piece at hand...only if the significance of the
norm is understood and exploited does it make sense, and the classical way to convey an understanding of the norm is to make music imply its existence and necessity. The stereotypes are not either used passively or rejected only to produce a surprise: they demand rejustification... for this reason the relation of a new work to
previous forms is so problematic. To what extent does an innovative work depend
on our expectations of standard forms, and to what extent are these expectations
merely a nuisance to be cleared away before the new form can be understood for
what it is?" (Rosen 1997: xvii, xix – my emphasis). Is it ekphrasis itself which is
somehow defective, unworthy of its calling as mediator of truth, or is it rather our
perception, our expectations, our attempt to project the encoded images back onto
the key for decoding them, which causes us to reduce ekphrasis to stereotype, truth
to doubt, reality to imitation? Rosen points out that innovation consists not in destroying the old and attempting to create something completely new, which, as we
have argued, only leads to idolatry, but rather in expressing a norm, an already
existing absolute in a unique manner "by the piece at hand." On the one hand, our
appreciation for a new expression depends upon our recognition of the reflection of
that eternal essence in which we also share, on the other hand, when we begin to
look for the image of the image in the new expression, without recognizing it as
such, then we will not find it.
"Much scholarship refers to Dred as a mere trope. Karen Sanchez-Eppler describes him as "less a man than a monument". With a classical description and personality chiseled out of the Bible, Dred walks without touching the narrative
ground, always appearing at the right moment. Sanchez-Eppler's criticism of Dred
is valid," writes Stratman (2008: 386), and if this were the case Dred would indeed
fall short of the essence of ekphrasis, which is, as we have noted, "to call or proclaim an inanimate object by name." But perhaps this is just a case of the image
looking for its own image in another image, thus leading not to the discovery of the
originator of the image but of more and more reflections. It is implied that not only
is Dred and inanimate object, but the very material from which he derives his existence is inanimate, for what living being would subject itself to being "chiseled"?
Indeed, nature teaches us that it is impossible. As a Christian, Stowe would certainly have been familiar with the following verse from Hebrews: "The word of God is
something alive and active: it cuts more incisively than any two-edged sword: it
can seek out the place where soul is divided from spirit, or joints from marrow; it
can pass judgment on secret emotions and thoughts." (Hebrews 4:12). Divine
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words are not like human words, capturable, quantifiable, and transitory. Divine
words are eternally creating new life, growing, breathing, revealing. As Erich Auerbach notes in his classic work Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western
Literature:
In our earlier chapters we attempted to show that the first effect of the JudeoChristian manner of dealing with the events in the world of reality led to anything but rigidity and narrowness. The hiddenness of God and finally his
parousia, his incarnation in the common form of an ordinary life, these concepts – we tried to show – brought about a dynamic movement in the basic
conception of life, a swing of the pendulum in the realms of morals and sociology, which went far beyond the classic-antique norm for the imitation of
real life and living growth. (Auerbach 1968: 119 – my emphasis)

In an unforgettable scene in the novel, Stowe illustrates the striking difference
between the idolator and the ekphrasis, between the image projecting the encoded
image and the image proclaiming the decoded image, between "dead and false
determinate utterances" and the "living and active word". Father Bonnie, a charismatic minister, who is also a slave owner, is attempting to rouse the crowd at a
camp meeting to repentance by using fearful images from Old Testament prophecy.
When he is at the height of his crescendo, Dred's voice interrupts, using the same
Biblical language and imagery, yet awakening something in the crowd which Father Bonnie's entreaties were unable to. As Alice Crozier points out: "The explosive contrast between Father Bonnie's rabble-rousing calls to the crowd announcing
the glorious coming of the Lord and Dred's apocalyptic cry of woe is a brilliant
moment in the novel...the effect is worth pages of argument saying that the churches...have forgotten the language of the prophets..." (Crozier 1969: 82 – my emphasis). It is not the words or the images which change, but rather the way they are
perceived. In Father Bonnie's hallucinatory world, words are merely the function of
the image, to be manipulated and chiselled and deformed to fit any situation and
occasion. He has forgotten that he himself is an image and possesses no power to
impart life. Dred is very much aware of his origin, that "in the beginning was the
Word" which called him to life, and he believes in the power of this same word to
do now what it has always done. As he says to his wife before the encounter at the
camp meeting: "Woman! the burden of the Lord is upon me. The word of the Lord
is as a fire shut up in my bones. The Lord saith unto me, 'Go show unto this people
their iniquity, and be a sign unto this evil nation!" (Stowe H 1856: 285 – my emphasis). Yes, Dred uses the same words and images as the Old Testament prophets
of over two thousand years before, but their expression in a new time and place
creates new life; Dred's proclamation of himself as nothing less and yet nothing
more than the image of true reality decodes the image of reality in the written and
spoken words of another time and place. Stowe writes that as Dred spoke to the
crowd, "There was a fierce, wailing earnestness in the sound of these dreadful
words, as if they were uttered in a paroxysm of affright and horror, by one who
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stood face to face with some tremendous form." (Stowe H 1856: 320–321 – my
emphasis) Dred stands in the same position as Pilate nearly two thousand years
before, but instead of saying "What is truth?" he looks and says, "You are." Truth
is, and Dred reflects that being.
Later Stowe writes that Dred speaks, "...with the action and energy of one who
beholds a triumphant reality." (Stowe H 1896: 96 – my emphasis). Clearly, as far
as the Judeo-Christian concept of reality is concerned, we have seen that Dred's
character is a faithful expression of all its foundational tenets. But to what extent
does the reality that Stowe beheld, and that Dred beheld, resemble the reality that
we continue to experience? Was it indeed reality or just a possible form of reality?
In the beginning we used Dred's own question as the starting point of our examination: "Shall the axe magnify itself against him that lifteth it?" Is it possible for the
artisan that uses, creates and imitates to be one and the same? Dred's question is a
profound one, for as we have seen, by its very nature ekphrasis is imitation, creation and application: imitation of divine creation, calling inanimate objects into
being to express different forms of its essence; creation of new forms of expression
in moments of time and space; and use of existing forms of ekphrasis to create new
ones. Perhaps the first aspect of our reality that Dred highlights is that the more we
humble ourselves in relation to others, the more we tend to be magnified. Although
it was not Dred's intention to become the focus of, say, a study like this, simply by
being the image of the greater reality, by humbling himself before it, he drew attention not only to the truth, but to his unique expression of it.
The second measure which can be used to compare our reality with that of
Stowe and Dred is the depiction of the nature of growth in the novel. Miller notes:
"The swamp is not simply an objective environment, one that Dred inhabits; it is
suggestively integrated with intimations of his inner self...what intrigues Stowe
about this metaphorical figure, and what transfixes it, is the element of growth
connected with the swamp" (Miller 1989: 96). Growth is a force in our world
which cannot be stopped, much as time itself cannot be stopped. Any human attempt to accelerate it, slow it down, or halt its progress only leads to deformation.
It cannot be manipulated. Many times the places where growth is cultivated, it
brings no fruit, physical, intellectual or spiritual, and elsewhere, where we would
not have expected it, delicious fruits and beautiful flowers grow spontaneously.
Stowe writes: "There is no principle so awful through all nature as the principle of
growth. It is a mysterious and dread condition of existence, which, place it under
what impediment or disadvantage you will, is constantly forcing on, and when
unnatural pressure hinders it develops in forms portentous and astonishing." (Stowe
H 1896: 141–142 – my emphasis)
Another undeniable aspect of our reality which is highlighted by Dred's character, as initmated above, is the close connection between growth and fear. Growth is
nearly always associated with the unknown and, above all, with pain. Stowe uses
the word "dread" elsewhere in the novel to describe the anxiety associated with the
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incomprehensible: "It would seem as if the breath that a crowd breathed out together, in moments of enthusiasm, carried with it a portion of the dread and mystery of
their own immortal natures." (Stowe H 1856: 304). Dred embodied the truth of this
existential Angst, this fear of pain, fear of meaninglessness, fear of violence, fear of
death. Dred is a confirmation that we cannot experience growth without experiencing fear. This ekphrasis also worked its creative powers on its creator: "Although
she feared the anarchic implications of Dred's religious belief – his dedication to a
kind of blood revenge – Stowe was compelled by the sincerity of that belief...
Stowe subtly links what she regards as the truest aspirations of humanity with the
aura of the swamp and her black protagonist." (Miller 1989:: 97–8) Stowe didn't
herself perhaps fully understand why, but she knew that the only way to portray
reality was to portray her deepest fears and darkest desires. In our world there is no
way to experience light without experiencing darkness as well. Even the rhythm of
our days teaches as much.
A fourth aspect of reality revealed in Dred's character is the ultimate triumph of
what Stowe calls the "more earnest and craving desire" over "common sense."
(Miller 1989: 101). We in the Western world like to refer to the age of reason as
the age of "enlightenment", relegating feelings, desires, emotions and passions to
the darkness. But our experience has taught us that reason alone cannot keep us in
the light. Ten years before the writing of Dred, Stowe wrote in a letter to her brother Thomas: "The most hopeless class of minds to me are those self-satisfied ones
whom a few favorite ideas and theories of their own seem capable of contenting,
and who have no conception of the deep, immortal longing which pursues spirits of
another order...haunting the mind...like an unlaid ghost...a high and sacred relic of
a better nature." (quoted in Miller 1989: 101). For Stowe desire was tantamount to
religious longing. Despite the face that it may sometimes, when left to grow on its
own, produce horrific results, great deformed monsters, it is not the desire itself
which is the enemy. Dred found the expression of his wildest passions in the words
of biblical prophecy. After crying out in prayer, using the biblical images to express his doubts, his frustration, the suffering of his soul, Stowe writes of Dred:
"Such were the words, not uttered continuously, but poured forth at intervals, with
sobbings, groanings, and moanings, from the recesses of that wild fortress." (Stowe
1896: 144). That desire, though we cannot fully understand it nor suppress it indefinitely, is "...all that remains of the captive of a noble lineage and high inheritance...it is a mournful fragment of something divine." (Miller 1989: 102) Although Dred appears to be ultimately defeated when he dies after being fatally
wounded, as Stratman notes (2008: 388): "The triumph of Dred's message is not
diminished by his death." And indeed the passionate struggle for the justice of the
oppressed has not been surrendered to this day.
Day and night, desire and reason, growth and fear: all are forms of opposites in
dialogue, of contradictions dancing around one another. A further aspect of reality
portrayed in Dred is that, "...engagements with contradictions could bring forth the
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truth..." that "...truth can be found within a particular conversation." (Stratman
2008: 381–382). As Stowe notes (1896: 77): "We shall never have all the materials
for absolute truth on this subject {slavery} till we take into account, with our own
views and reasonings, the views and reasonings of those who have bowed down to
the yoke, and felt the iron enter into their souls." Dred is the voice of the other, the
conversation partner for those who stand outside of the realm of the oppressed.
Although Arnold Hauser would have us believe that this was a temporary solution
to the discovery of truth, limited to the time of the Romantics, we continue to experience its validity (cf. Hauser 1962: 181). It was examined at great length by Mikhail Bakhtin with regard to the profundity of Dostoevsky's insights as well: "To
be means to communicate dialogically. When dialogue ends, everything ends. Thus
dialogue, by its very essence, cannot and must not come to an end." (Bakhtin 1994:
252). Our inability to contain truth, to be truth in our individual selves often frustrates us, but time and again we have had to realize that truth lies in interaction
with the other, in the confession that "you are truth, I am not," or else in the admittance that "together we are reflecting the truth." Stowe has often been criticized for
failing to advocate one course of action in her second slavery novel; indeed, in his
study The Rungless Ladder: Harriet Beecher Stowe and New England Puritanism
Charles H. Foster even goes so far as to say that, "Harriet should not have written
Dred." Yet in the end nearly all have assented that, "In particulars – the development of character and scene, insight into the complexities of the slavery problem,
tight and lively exposition – Dred is often superior to Uncle Tom's Cabin." (Foster
1970: 71 – my emphasis)
David C. Miller observes still a further example of our reality reflected in
Dred's character: "We are not allowed to forget, moreover, that the essence of
Dred's criminality, especially in relation to Southern society, is his ability to take
the Bible at its word; the Bible is indeed a revolutionary document." (Miller 1989:
101). It is perhaps most clearly evident in the scene already discussed, in which
Stowe contrasts the use of biblical prophecy for contradictory purposes, first by
Father Bonnie and then by Dred. In this way, "...Stowe calls the place of power
into question. This brings up several questions: Is the Bible more powerful in the
hands of the oppressed or their oppressors?...Dred attempts...to reassert the importance of Christianity as a dissenting practice against injustices of the world."
(Stratman 2008: 381, 385) Stowe writes that, "The study of the Bible had awakened in his {Dred's} mind that vague tumult of aspirations and hopes which it ever
excites in the human breast." (Stowe H. 1896: 166). It certainly cannot be denied
that the words of the Bible also inspired and continue to inspire the great nonviolent struggles for freedom and justice of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
Victims still find within its pages justification for release from abuse.
The final aspect of reality portrayed in Dred's character which we should draw
our attention to is the hiddenness of God. Ironically, as noted above in the quote
from Auerbach, this was one of Christianity's major contributions to the develop-
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ment of Western literature. Shortly before Dred's death, Stowe writes that, "...the
night wore on, and the stars looked down serene and solemn, as if no prayer had
gone through the calm, eternal gloom..." (Stowe H. 1896: 145). In the end, Dred
himself confesses to Harry, "...verily he is a God that hideth himself. He giveth
none account to any of these matters." (Stowe H 1896: 148) Certainly, to this day,
the existence of God has not been proven, yet nor has it been disproven. There is
much evidence of his absence, yet there is much evidence of his presence. Reason
has declared him dead, but he will not go away. In an extraordinary moment, shortly after Dred's first appearance in the novel, Milly meets Harry in the throes of
doubt. Dred has just challenged him to stop compromising with the oppressor and
come join the ranks of the insurrectionists in the swamp. Dred disappears into the
trees, but his voice remains: "He who retreated struck up, in a clear, loud voice, one
of those peculiar melodies in which vigor and spirit are blended with a wild, inexpressible mournfulness." (Stowe 1856: 243). Commenting on the beauty of the
surrounding nature Milly says, " 'pears like de voice of de Lord is walking among
de trees." (Stowe 1856: 244) Yet when Harry relates to her what Dred has been
speaking of to him, Milly is quick to warn him, "Chile, you take care! Keep clear
on him! He's in de wilderness of Sinai; he is with de blackness, and darkness, and
tempest." (Stowe H 1856: 244). It seems like the voice of the Lord is walking
among the trees, but is it really his voice? The scene epitomizes humanity's ongoing round of hide-and-seek with God: we sense that he is near, but we can't be sure.
The only thing that is sure is ekphrasis.
References
Auerbach, E. 1968. Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature. Princeton (NJ). Princeton University Press.
Bakhtin, M. Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics. Minneapolis. University of Minnesota Press.
Crozier, A. C. 1969. The Novels of Harriet Beecher Stowe. New York. Oxford UP.
Flusser, V. 2007. Towards a Philosophy of Photography. London. Reaktion Books Ltd.
Foster, Ch. H. 1970. The Rungless Ladder: Harriet Beecher Stowe & New England Puritanism. New York. Cooper Square Publishers.
Hauser, A. 1962. The Social History of Art Volume Three: Rococo, Classicism, Romanticism. New York. Vintage Books.
Hedrick, J. D. 1994. Harriet Beecher Stowe: A Life. New York. Oxford UP.
Kramer, A. 1968. The Prophetic Tradition in American Poetry, 1835-1900. Rutherford.
Farleigh Dickinson UP.
Miller, D. C. 1989. Dark Eden: The Swamp in Nineteenth-Century American Culture. New
York. Cambridge UP.
New Jerusalem Bible, The. 1990. New York. Doubleday.
Plato. 1985. The Republic. New York. London: W. W. Norton & Company.
Rosen, Ch. 1997. The Classical Style. London. Faber and Faber.

Dred as ekphrasis of Biblical apocalyptic visions

157

Stowe, Ch. E. 1889. Life of Harriet Beecher Stowe: Compiled from her Letters and Journals. Boston. Houghton Mifflin.
Stowe, H. 1856. Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp Vol. I. Boston. Phillips,
Sampson and Company.
Stowe, H. 1896. Dred: A Tale of the Great Dismal Swamp, Together with Anti-Slavery
Tales and Papers, and Life in Florida After the War Vol. II. Boston. Houghton, Mifflin
and Company.
Stratman, J. 2008. Harriet Beecher Stowe's Preachers of the Swamp: Dread and the Jeremiad. Chrisitanity & Literature. 3.

Further Reading
Krieger, M. 1992. Ekphrasis. The Johns Hopkins UP.
Webb, R. 2009. Ekphrasis: Imagination and Persuasion in Ancient Rhetorical Theory and
Practice. Farnham. Ashgate.

Online References
http://www.thefreelibrary.com/Harriet+Beecher+Stowe's+preachers+of+the+swamp%3A+
Dred+and+the+Jeremiad.-a0179815827

Following a Source Text while Being Different
Medial Aspects of a Hypogram’s Translation
MEZEI, GÁBOR
It is evident – and this is the evident itself –
that […] the same and the entirely other, etc.,
cannot be thought together.
Jacques Derrida (Trans. Alan Bass)

While discussing similitude, which played a crucial role in various discourses at
the end of the 16th century, Michel Foucault investigates how certain basic features
of similarity informed what counts as “knowledge” in Western culture. In his discussion, he mentions four “principal figures”, the first of which is convenientia:
“Those things are ‘convenient’ which come sufficiently close to one another to be
in juxtaposition; their edges touch, their fringes intermingle, the extremity of the
one also denotes the beginning of the other” (Foucault 2002: 20). This definition
describes the metonymical structure of following, which at the same time implies a
kind of metaphorical relation because items seen as “neighbours” are arranged
according to similitude and “convenience”. This metonymic-metaphorical undecidedness promotes convenientia to the rank of “basis of comparison”, which can be
important for a theory of translation as well, especially if we connect it with Walter
Benjamin’s often cited theory of metonymy, where a text and its translation are
interpreted as if they were fragments of a broken vessel, and the task of the translation is to create a text which follows the source text. As Paul de Man points out –
while criticising an English translation of Die Aufgabe des Übersetzers –, Benjamin creates “a metonymic, a successive pattern, in which things follow, rather than
a metaphorical unifying pattern in which things become one by resemblance” (de
Man 2000: 43). Benjamin’s conception of metonymy constitutes an important
chapter in the history of translation because it does not contain the above-described
undecidedness. The fragments of the vessel do indeed “follow” each other ”in the
smallest detail”, but, as Benjamin claims, “they need not be like one another” (Benjamin 2000: 21). This way we are diverting from the notion of convenientia, since
similarity and the logic of metaphor cease to be relevant factors of translation. Yet
where should following, providing the accuracy Benjamin mentions, be situated if
similarity and the “convenience” of two texts do not belong to the criteria of translation? According to The Task of the Translator, the requirement of accuracy can
be fulfilled by giving up the insistence on similarity (the “matching of the fragments”), thus liberating “the surface of following” from the demand of semantic
equivalency. Shakespeare’s sonnet 15 and its Hungarian translation by Lőrinc
Szabó, to be discussed below, may offer a basis for understanding the relation of
“following”: the parallel reading of the two poetic texts will show that the transla-
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tion fulfils the demand of following because of “medial translation”, disregarding
semantic equivalency on the dictionary level. Through the theoretical frame shaped
here, as well as through this textual event, the notion of translation may hopefully
be seen to form a unique perspective. In order to achieve this goal, the mutual presence of the two texts is inevitable, and the differences between them, as well as the
possible interrelations of a material reading and the immaterial interpretation, must
be seen clearly.
In the sonnets of Shakespeare, ageing is often understood as a loss of beauty,
while the paper/parchment is a means to avoid this loss. The text of the sonnet inspires confidence in the possibility of fixing something through writing (through
the material of ink and the quill). The fear of ageing and the confidence in writing
which may save the Other from decay is the main theme of the two sonnets, Shakespeare’s sonnet 15, and, of course, the Hungarian translation as well. Although
there is no place for a thorough reading of the texts here, to understand the thematic
relations, the neighbouring sonnets as context must also be considered: the common motifs are created by the touching edges of the poems in succession. The
“barren rhyme” Shakespeare mentions in sonnet 16 provides the means of the debate with “decay”, a thematic centre which, in this wider context, functions as a
kind of topical-semantic matrix for a large number of texts in the sonnet sequence.
In sonnet 15, the battle with time seems to be successful, as the horticultural metaphor, at the same time a significant speech act, implies: “…I engraft you new”
(Shakespeare 2000: 16). This engrafting, this act of writing into the body of a text
gains more emphasis if the root of engrafting, namely, the Greek graphein is also
recalled (cf. Stewart 1990: 42); the word in fact points towards graphic fixedness
through its acoustic presence and etymology. Further, as Derrida observes in another context, there is a “simple etymological coincidence uniting the graft and the
graph (both from graphion: writing implement, stylus)” (Derrida 1981: 202); the
notion of graft can be identified with the notion of stylus. This multiplicity of
meanings is further extended in the next sonnet, as it takes over not only the horticultural metaphor but the theme of graphic fixedness as well, thus re-connecting
these two semantic fields once again.
However, the closing statement in Lőrinc Szabó’s translation shows crucial
semantic differences. The last line reads: “…feltámasztalak” (Szabó 1958: 437): “I
resurrect you”, implying that the addressee has already died, whereas in Shakespeare’s sonnet the corresponding person is alive. Thus, there can be no act of resurrection; there is, rather, an act of engrafting by means of writing, as we saw. We
have to face a clear case of non-matching: there is no semantic similarity between
the two texts. This is what Rodolphe Gasché calls the “tearing at the texture”, interpreting semantic relations in Benjamin’s translation-theory. Gasché identifies
the core of this “tearing” as “the yearning to break the symbolic relations that constitute it as a mythical web – or, for short, as a text” (Gasché 1999: 69), which is, in
his conception, a general tendency in translations. It is thus that differences be-
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tween the text and its translation are constituted; however, for Benjamin, such a
breach does not necessarily preclude the possibility of “following” the source text.
According to Benjamin, a text may still be present as a translation, even if it does
not contain the semantic relations of the source text. Yet the parallel reading exposes a non-negligible, core point of semantic differences between the two texts.
So is there, indeed, “a surface of following” which satisfies the Benjaminian criteria? In case these criteria do not demand semantic equivalency, how and where
should such a surface be situated?
Reading Shakespeare’s sonnet 15, Garrett Stewart – mainly focusing on the
phonic traits of the text – points out that during this reading process “the ephemeral
in language”, that is, the material presence of the text, is the primary experience
(Stewart 1990: 39). However, the tension generated by the lack of semantic similarity can be both relieved and increased, sometimes with the help of a single word.
In such cases, the graphic traits of the text may come up to the surface, and this
may make Benjaminian following possible. The next two lines contain the matrix
of the source text describing the struggle with transience: “Where wasteful time
debateth with decay, / To change your day of youth to sullied night…” (Shakespeare 2000: 15). If we make ourselves aware of the way the word debateth appears – visually, as a notational phenomenon – before us, we may realize that the
word death appears – or disappears – in it as well (cf. Stewart 1990: 42). With respect to death, I am inclined to call de(b)a(te)th a hypogram, which gets a central
position in the text both because of its complexity and its functioning as a matrix of
the poem, and because the text of the translation, the parallel reading, makes it
unavoidable as well. This rather anagrammatic reading to me seems to be possible
for at least three reasons: there is an undeniable thematic emphasis on death in the
neighbouring sonnets; the structure of recurring motifs in the larger context of sonnet 15 displays parallel patterns and the today unusual (“archaic”) form of debateth
makes the reader pause as well. To describe this phenomenon, instead of “hypogram” the term “anagram” offers itself as well, yet for instance according to Saussure’s definition, in a typical anagram all the elements (letters) of the “old” word
should be recycled in the “new” one (cf. Starobinski 1980: 24). A third possibility
would be to call debateth a “paragram” of death, yet – as Paul de Man warns us,
analysing Riffaterre’s terminology – paragram and hypogram can hardly be separated and the differentiation is not “crucial” (de Man 1981: 25). Indeed, there is a
slight terminological confusion even on Saussure’s part when circumscribing what
a hypogram is: he finds it in the underscoring, emphasizing function (de Man 1981:
30) which is crucial to it, while he finds a thematic relation between signature and
hypogram as well (de Man 1981: 24). In the latter case he might be influenced by
the etymology of the word hypographein (‘under-sign’). In our context, it is ‘underscoring’ or ‘emphasizing’ which carries the most semantic relevance, and not
only for formal reasons, because of the fixedness contained in anagram, and the
flexibility (the possibility of overstepping the semantic borderlines of words) im-
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plied by paragram, but also because of the context; so we should see death as both
hidden and emphasized. Even further, Saussure identifies another meaning of hypographein: ‘underscoring the features of a face by means of makeup’, and he adds
that the word is then “close in this meaning to prosopon, mask or face.” But the
gesture of giving a face by means of prosopopeia also allows for the possibility
that the face may be “missing, or nonexistent” (de Man 1981: 30). Thus, there is
some undecidedness concerning hypogram even when it is its emphasizing function which is highlighted. Clearly, it is the prefix hypo- which may trigger the possible semantic element of ‘hiding’, since “under-writing” – following de Man’s
remark – might also be understood as resulting in some kind of – unseen, unperceivable, etc. – “sub-text”.
Although, read in the above way, one could claim that the “disintegration” of
the word death in debateth might suggest a kind of “victory over decay and time”
to the attentive reader, it remains a fact that death is not explicitly spelt out in the
source text. The question of underscoring/hiding can be decided neither on the
basis of the graphic presence of the word, nor on the basis of its semantic tensions
and phonic traits. Further, if we pay close attention to the latter, we may find that
the very pronouncability of death in this context is more than questionable. The
word will not find matching phonetic equivalents in the acoustic pattern of debateth: from the point of view of physically produced sounds, there is no one-toone correspondence between the respective elements of the two words, except at
the beginning and the end. Thus, we cannot help concluding that the possible connection between the two items works purely on the graphic level, that only their
graphic accessibility can be guaranteed: the simultaneous emphasizing and hiding
function can only be experienced in the visual field of writing, as the pronouncing
of the two words ‘together’ is simply impossible. While pronouncing the hypogram, we have to choose between the two words, the two layers, as the consonants
at the end, and the vowels in the middle are pronounced in the two cases differently; the hypogram has no spoken equivalent, it can only be described as a phenomenon constituted by the medium of writing and can only be grasped in terms of
graphemes. There is a significant lesson to be drawn from this: if the above argumentation sounds convincing, we have to claim that the two layers of the hypogram
(together with some hidden, but still important semantic relations) are only accessible if we pay close attention to the materiality of writing, making ourselves aware
of these layers through acts of rereading, a getting back into the text. This also
means that, at the same time, we must do away with (we have to “get out of”) the
linearity which writing imposes on us. We should conclude that writing cannot be
reduced to the linear (cf. Krämer 2005: 52). Our reading should be dependent on
spatiality and on the visibility of writing; aesthetic experience is determined by
notational iconicity, as the operations of the text’s matrix are coordinated by graphic relations. It is also here that it may be understood why in Paul de Man’s interpretation of Saussure the concept of hypogram is in need of layers; why de Man talks
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about a spatiality circumscribed by the operation of “underscoring”, why lifting a
layer, or the creation of a “subtext” that is hidden under the other must be mentioned. De Man develops a three-dimensional concept because he does not start out
from a fundamental aspect of writing: its inter-spatiality, or, more precisely, the
“spatial modality that depends on spacing and gaps” (cf. Krämer 2003: 523). This
principle seems to be followed in the word as a whole; the graphemes of debateth
are not divided by any other signs, so its identity is clearly determined, though in
the other case, speaking about the fragmented graphemic row death, inter-spatiality
is not applied. However, the tension of the hypogram is generated by the fact that
the readability in this case is guaranteed as well by the order of the graphemes –
and by the today unusual spelling of debateth –, so the presence of the embedded
graphemic row is still definite. As the medium of writing makes both words accessible, the choice between them turns out to be impossible precisely because the
lifting up of any of them could happen only by using the graphemes of the other.
That is the reason why de Man’s concept of hypogram needs two surfaces above
and below each other; this is the only way the unattainable parallel presence of the
two layers, and the linearity of reading, can seemingly be preserved. The reason
why the concept fails in the attempt to keep them in a parallel position is that the
two surfaces and the two readings it needs, will keep destroying each other: to have
both at the same time is like eating the pie and having it. However, if we allow for
an oscillation between the two surfaces yoked by, and in constant tension with,
linearity we prefer to talk not so much of linearity but of linearities, in the plural.
Thus, it is undeniable that two readings of two surfaces can only happen in a rereading, in a “getting back into the text”. The concept of notational iconicity is able
to handle such a textual event only on one surface at a time, as in the space of writing simultaneous accessibility is not impossible (cf. Krämer 2005: 36) and visual
perception of the operations of writing is able to step out of the linear order.
These features of reading and writing are not mentioned in order to relieve the
manifold tensions of a text; it is not an aim of this concept of writing, as it was for
de Man’s notion of the hypogram, to carry the never satisfiable demand of linearity
in its parallel-layered structure. Instead of a model quite unfamiliar to the operations of writing produced by the medium, we gain accessibility to these operations
precisely through considering the various facets of writing. Even if spatiality makes
it possible to perceive both graphemic rows, the result is neither a choice, nor any
kind of separatabality, nor a clear-cut distinction between the two; the ambiguity of
their relations, the tension between them is not erased, but, rather on the contrary,
is visually accessible. In this way specifying the undecidedness concerning the
hypogram on a particular semantic context, as well as the phonic inaccessibility
and hiddenness, together with the graphic underscoring and hiding of the word
death, are parallel operations of the hypogram, indicating a medial tension. This
tension illuminates the difficulties of the struggle with decay, constituting the matrix of the text and determining its basic relations, while it is also undeniable that
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the fulfilment of decay, understood here as the event of actual death – in parallel
with the disintegratedness and the unpronouncability of the very word – does not
happen in Shakespeare’s sonnet.
However, it is still an open question whether the parallel reading of the two
texts (the source text and the translation) is able to show a connection of any kind
indicating the operations described above, and, if it is, how and in what ways the
relation of following is established, or in other words, how the translated text reads
the source text. From the point of view of the translation, the event of writing must
be faced as well, although the text does not contain any hypograms to be compared
with the English text. The translation – as we will see – reads the hypogram as a
core point, a matrix of the Shakespearean text, which is responsible for establishing
the basic thematic relations described earlier; the Benjaminian “following” of the
source text is here fulfilled by semantic operations but among these we do not find
the “direct insertion” of the word death. But even though the translation does not
contain the medial tension of the hypogram, a semantic tension is created in its last
line, where – as we saw – the act of resurrection takes place. The crucial point of
the text is, that after a long description of the process of decay, we get to know
about the event of death via the announcement of resurrection. The thematic omission of death creates a semantic tension because even if it is missing, even if it is
not mentioned, it happens, or rather it has already happened by the end, by the last
word of the text.
This is the point where some patterns of the hypogram’s operation may be
traced even in the Hungarian text, although this time the tension is not established
by the medium of writing. The parallel presence of the omission and the unverbalized occurrence of the event situates death in a tension which the two graphemic
rows of the source text’s hypogram establish as well by their never attainable parallel presence; the semantic content of resurrection implied in the translation puts
death on display in an equally unattainable, but still traceable manner. The reading
that the translation provides of the source text not only indicates that through the
spatiality of writing, the hypogram becomes accessible for the translation (the hypogram acting as the matrix of the sonnet), but in addition to the medial tension, a
semantic tension is generated as well. Even if there is a crucial semantic difference
between the texts – the fulfilment of death, as we saw, not happening in the Shakespearean text – spatiality and the mediality of writing create a surface that makes
the operation of Benjaminian following possible. The hypogram’s parallel operations of emphasizing and hiding are created by the semantic tension of the translation as well, as it remains impossible to decide with respect to the Hungarian text,
too, which operation gains priority. As the medial tension established by the graphic presence and unpronouncability of the word death is realized by the above described semantic processes, a medial translation takes place, fulfilling the Benjaminian criteria of following without the demand for the two text’s similarity and
“convenience”.
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From this point of view, Gasché’s notion of tearing at the texture of the source
text happens necessarily and results in a semantic difference of the two texts, which
still maintain a common surface, making medial translation possible. The text of
the translation, following the source text while being different, presents a reading
of the hypogram that can hopefully make the nature of the two texts’ relationship
understandable. This event of reading may confront us with the fact that we are
able to access the word death in its graphic presence and fragmented appearance
together with the tension described above, and that this accessibility is fulfilled so
that also material operations of language are touched upon. From that point on, this
event of translation may raise the question of how much – using terms appearing in
a kind of opposition according to David E. Wellbery – the material and immaterial
operations of reading are separable: what happens when reading steps out of the
“slavery of interpretation” (Wellbery 1996: 129)? We hope to get an insight into
how the relationship of texts can be described if both the material and immaterial
operations are taken into consideration. The instability, “the oscillation between
presence effects and meaning effects” (Gumbrecht 2004: 107), that Hans Ulrich
Gumbrecht mentions as a specificity of poetry, (something which is established by
the parallel structure of the hypogram), is both set into motion and operated by an
instability of semantics in the text of the translation. In this way, the text of the
translation is reading a part, a surface of the hypogram created by the medium of
writing, only accessible through its graphic presence; starting out from the materiality of the source text, it creates a branching off of the former, or, using the metaphor of Shakespeare’s sonnet to illustrate the relation of the two texts, it “engrafts”
the body of the text, or the word, thus fulfilling the speech act of the closing line.
The event of grafting, the “calculated insemination of the proliferating allogene”
guarantees some kind of a change regarding the text of the translation as well because after this event “the texts are transformed”, they “deform each other, contaminate each other’s content” (Derrida 1981: 355). This branching off of the hypogram illuminating its structure is present as a fulfilment of a possibility belonging
to a source text on the basis of Benjamin’s notion of translatability, as in translatability “a specific significance inherent in the original manifests itself” (Benjamin
2000: 16). “[R]ather than aspiring to a fulfilment of the original, translatability
indicates the work of art’s search for a fulfilment in something other than the original itself” (Gasché 1999: 68), engrafting takes place as a renewing (“I engraft you
new”) act that at the same time keeps the starting point (the point of branching off)
in operation, as well.
Although according to Gasché, translatability is a kind of yearning to create
something new, as these new relations are present as inherent possibilities in the
source text, or rather, they are established parallel with the text of the translation,
the difference between the two texts involves the possibility not only of tearing at
the texture, but of Benjaminian following as well. This latter notion may be moved
toward the spatiality of metonymy once more, making use of Benjamin’s tangent-
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metaphor. This way we can make it even more tangible how following is capable
of operating together with necessarily emerging differences, something that following can never become independent of: “Just as a tangent touches a circle lightly and
at but one point, with this touch rather than with the point setting the law according
to which it is to continue on its straight path to infinity, a translation touches the
original lightly and only at the infinitely small point of the sense, thereupon pursuing its own course according to the laws of fidelity in the freedom of linguistic
flux.” (Benjamin 2000: 22)
At this point, the experience made accessible by the reading of the two sonnets
shows how the text of the translation – opening the structure of the hypogram, and
writing it further, on a semantic level – is moved away from the source text because of the differences necessarily appearing during this process. But the instability of the hypogram’s two-way operations, the oscillation of meaning and presenceeffects provide some “hook” in the text the materiality of which may make it possible for the translation to follow the source text. This branching off, having been
created by new relations, may fulfil the demands of Benjaminian following, precisely through the relations created by the instability of meaning. This “hook” or
point of the source text in its instability may still provide new insights concerning
the relationship of the two texts together, as regards the material and immaterial
aspects, especially from the point of view Benjamin’s tangent-metaphor offers.
This metaphor may be particularly relevant because it makes the connecting surfaces of the famous vessel-fragments, mentioned in Benjamin’s metonymical example, a point of contact, a point of touching. This touching at the same time also
refers to the limits of the expandibility of the surface, as well as to the nature of the
relationship between the two texts. The branching off inherently contains the pointlike feature: it encloses it in itself, while the material and the immaterial aspects
serve as guidelines for the ways touching is fulfilled. As this “infinitely small
point”, the text of the translation touches only lightly, is not necessarily in connection with any kind of meaning, this point is fit to become a point of touching for at
least two reasons: firstly because translation “must in large measure refrain from
wanting to communicate something, from rendering the sense”, and, secondly,
because translation “instead of resembling the meaning of the original must lovingly and in detail incorporate the original’s mode of signification” (Benjamin 2000:
21), emphasizing the relationship of the “modes of intention”. This connection
realizes itself by the materiality of language, and in this way it will be possible that
“this touch rather than the point”, the graphemes, and not the meaning effects, will
give shape to this relationship. The point of touching – the edges of the vesselfragments and the infinitely small point of the tangent – shows this surface in its
spatiality, and as a parallel operation, we may point at the part of the hypogram’s
structure made accessible by the graphemes, providing a similar surface. Although
following refers to the hypogram and the whole of the two texts, it is the materially
readable row of graphemes that creates the point of touching for the translation, in
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order to give rise to the Benjaminian following. This layer of the hypogram – accessible only through its materiality – makes the immediacy of touching possible
only for perception, for a material reading. In this event of reading carried out by
translation in this way, “meaning will not bracket, will not make the presence effects disappear” (Gumbrecht 2004: 108), and, as far as the mode of touching the
source text is concerned, presence effects become central. This textual event does
not appear as a process, since it lacks any kind of temporality in the theoretical
frame applied here, and because the graphic character of the hypogram also resists
the temporal. In this way, the materiality of Shakespeare’s language is even more
underscored, thus an experience may be gained, the effectuating of which is the
task of “posthermeneutic reading” (Wellbery 1996: 132). According to Wellbery’s
thesis, material reading understood in this way points beyond the practice of interpretation, because it “thematizes circumstances of the text not accessible for understanding” (Wellbery 1996: 137). However, the undecidedness of the hypogram
should never be forgotten, either, even in spite of the repeatedly emphasised materiality of the graphemes operating in the hypogram.
The structure of the hypogram is to be further scrutinised: graphic emphasis and
phonic hiddenness, both to be found in the word death, are in fact parallel operations, in themselves guaranteeing the oscillation with presence effects. This is so
because the parallel opposition of these medial operations not only reveals that this
act of reading is material in nature but it becomes obvious that meaning effects are
brought into play as well. One way to understand this is to remind ourselves that
from the point of view of the translation the graphemic row death is accessible only
for material reading: parallel with the fulfilment of death the translation follows the
hypogram’s oscillating operation as well. Using Benjamin’s notions we could say
that while translation appears at a distance because of its differences, it may follow
the source text if the laws governing the establishment of the translation are prescribed by the touch – the presence of the embedded graphemic row – rather than
by the point itself, i.e. by the operation of this presence independent of the instability of oscillation. The text of the translation this way relies on the materiality of the
source text and at the same time on the tension of presence- and meaning effects,
making Benjaminian following possible. This following is possible because while
fulfilling death and reading a materially accessible layer of the hypogram, following makes this instability operative through the undecidedness of semantic aspects.
Concerning this operation, we have to add that the word death appearing graphically and without phonic functions is placed in an exclusive spatiality, thus making it
impossible to create a common boundary with the temporality of debateth. This
impossibility originates in the way it is pronounced quite differently from death,
resulting in the lack of the latter’s phonic presence. Since a spatial boundary would
necessarily result in covering one of the layers, none of them can be released from
the instability of emphases and hidings; thus we can say that no such dividing line
can be designated. It is true that the operations of the two layers are taking effect in

168

Mezei, Gábor

being in opposition, or, rather, in creating tension; this is so because this visually
accessible row of graphemes uses the graphemes of the word debateth, and the
latter prevents death from appearing as a word because of its phonic, graphic, and
immaterial functions. Thus, it becomes impossible to read the two layers at the
same time or in the same space, however, the oscillation of their operations still
guarantees the presence of both. So we can say that while the experience of material reading, i.e. the presence effect of the graphemic row, is used by the text of the
translation, the medial translation described above brings into play the meaning
effect together with the oscillating instability of the hypogram as well. This opposition shows that although there is no perceptible boundary between the two layers
which could make it possible to choose between them, in this event of reading both
layers are still accessible, because of the hypogram’s structure. The “boundaries of
meaning” (Wellbery 1996: 137) cannot be brought to the open from the point of
view of the text’s material aspects, since these material layers stay necessarily hidden as well. These relations can be understood if we consider that because of the
temporality of interpretation, as well as because of the “discourse of material mediatization”, the latter attached to the “dominance of spatiality”, these two discourses
can readily be distinguished on the basis of spatiality and temporality (Kulcsár
Szabó 2010: 49). This distinction shows why the dividing lines of hermeneutics
can never be drawn by materiality, and why a “posthermeneutic reading” – contrary to what Wellbery claims – cannot go beyond the discourse of interpretation.
However, oscillation is ready to reveal the visual space which makes the phonic,
graphic, and immaterial accessibility of debateth possible and the graphic appearance of death accessible – together with the tension between the two words. The
simultaneous operation of temporal and spatial aspects through oscillation makes
both layers available. The medial aspects of the hypogram and its translation show
how poetry – with its particular oscillative features – becomes a common surface
of presence and meaning effects, reading and interpretation, material perception
and hermeneutic understanding.
In this way, oscillation guarantees the accessibility of both layers, even if the
boundaries of the material and immaterial are not easily discerned, and the text of
the translation follows the source text by playing this tension out on the semantic
level. At this point, it is hopefully clear that the concept of translation used by hermeneutics and defined as an interpretative act cannot be applied here, since the
accessibility of spatiality contained in writing, which, in turn is clearly a part of the
act of reading completed by the translated text, is not available through interpretation, but only through material reading. However, this way of conceiving of textual
relations will also contradict Kittler’s critique of translation, since the sonnet’s
translation does not “exclude all particularities in favour of a general equivalent”
(Kittler 1990: 265) while giving up individual traits of the source text. This act of
reading is not completed only by the finding of “equivalents”, precisely because
this reading is able to produce “the internal relations between its elements” in its
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own text through the text of the translation, the access to the hypogram’s internal
relations, and the tension created by these relations. This is so because the notions
of translation and transposition are not clearly separable (as Kittler supposes).
Transposition does not “necessarily take the place of translation” because, as I have
tried to show, translation is able to bring the operations of the medium of writing
into play; translation can indeed make use of the relations of oscillating elements:
even the operations of writing are accessible to it. Consequently, the “phonographic reproduction of a groove” does not necessarily “mock translatability” (Kittler
1990: 317), as Kittler argues, precisely because it is not dependent on “universal
equivalents”, and because the internal relations of the source text’s elements can be
brought into play. It cannot be emphasised enough that transposition does not necessarily take the place of translation. Similarly, Kittler’s definition of translation,
based on the example of Faust starting the translation of The Gospel According to
John, which definition shows analogous operations with the interpretation of the
Faust scene, is not a valid way of describing the event of translation, either. The
scene understood as the withdrawal of the doctrine of sola scriptura is an analogy
that will not work as regards the event of translation outlined in this paper precisely
because the insistence on the word, and even on the grapheme, is a core point in the
above described process. As the reading of the English and the Hungarian texts has
shown, the operation of material reading, the insistence on the word and on the
hypogram guaranteed that the translated sonnet is capable of following the source
text in detail; Benjamin’s demands of following cannot be fulfilled solely by interpretation, neglecting the material aspect of reading. This insistence could be realized only by access to the spatiality, to the medial operations of writing. Thus, it is
not the hermeneutical concept of translation that is able to describe this textual
event, while on the other hand, the notion of Kittler’s transposition cannot provide
a fully functioning frame, either. Sonnet 15 shows an event of medial translation
where neither of these concepts is totally applicable.
At this point we can say that the text of the translation cannot be understood as
the interpretation of the source text not only because “a graft that comments on
another text and on itself, feigning or offering an explanation, is also an addition
that exceeds that explanation” (Culler 1986: 137), but even because this necessary
addition, automatically established by the text of the translation, is chiefly provided
by taking the material aspects of reading into consideration as well. Because of the
nature of grafts, and because material and immaterial aspects of the source text
became accessible as well, this relation of translation cannot be described as interpretation, since besides the discourse of hermeneutics (and in interplay with it), the
discourse of material reading has been assigned a specific role, too. At this point,
translation cannot be understood as a simple application of interpretational processes. Rather, translation is a textual event that fulfils the functions of reading and
interpretation at the same time. The concept of translation shaped here is already
able to specify textual relations creating the conditions of juxtaposition, which
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appears here, in its spatiality, as well as through material reading and Benjaminian
metaphor, as parallel presence of following and difference.
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Paradigms Of Space And Corporeity In The Contemporary
Poetry Of The Seychelles1
PALLAI, KÁROLY SÁNDOR
1. Geo-epistemic and historical background
The Republic of Seychelles is an archipelago of 115 islands in the heart of the Indian Ocean. The island state is a constitutionally trilingual country2 belonging to the
International Organization of La Francophonie and the Commonwealth of Nations.
By virtue of its geographical position, the Seychelles Archipelago has always
had a role of strategic importance and has functioned like a “key” to the Indian
Ocean (Scarr 2000: 1–4). The paleo-geographic continental mass of Gondwanaland
included the archipelago (see Hinsbergen 2011: 229–252) before the continental
break-up. The archipelago consists of the inner granitic islands and the outer coralline islands (the Amirantes, Farquhar and Aldabra groups) (Jennings 2000: 383–
392). The existence of the islands was reported by Arabian and Malagasy sailors
and they were sighted by Vasco da Gama as early as 1502, but they remained uninhabited until the 18th century (Scarr 2000: 3–5; Manguin 2010: 261–284). France
laid claim to the archipelago in 1756 and it fell under the control of the British
Empire in 1814, at the end of the Napoleonic Wars (Campling 2011: 1–17). The
deep structure of the slavery-based society was redefined with the liberation of
slaves and the stratificational dynamics of social structure in. 1903,3 when the Seychelles ceased to be a dependency of Mauritius by obtaining the rights and powers
of a separate crown colony (Stokes 2009: 628–629). The steps upgrading the constitutional status of the colony included the foundation of two major parties,4 and
the local election of a governing council. The Seychelles gained political independence in 1976 (Murison 2004: 956–967).

1

I would like to express my gratitude to my dissertation supervisor, Dr. Réka Tóth, for her advice and
help, and for her contributions of time, observations and motivation. I am also grateful for having
been able to discuss this work with Magie Faure-Vidot. The writing of this paper would not have been
possible without her support, advice and friendship. I have also benefited from discussions with Marie
Flora BenDavid-Nourrice (Ministry of Education, Seychelles) and Penda Choppy (Creole Institute,
Seychelles). I gratefully acknowledge the funding sources (TÁMOP-4.2.2/B-10/1-2010-0030/1.4 –
Tendencies of changes of linguistic and cultural identities) that make my research possible.
2
“See the “Constitution of the Republic of Seychelles”, especially Article 4 (National languages) of
Chapter I (The republic).
3
Namely the mass emigration resulting in a population drop (1830–1840), the change of paradigm in
the large-scale plantation-based agriculture and the inner dynamics of the relationship between the
landowning class and the descendants of ex-slaves (see Scarr 2000: 9–11).
4
The Seychelles People’s United Party (SPUP) and the Seychelles Democratic Party (SDP) were
founded by France Albert René and James Mancham in 1964.

172

Pallai, Károly Sándor

2. Psycho-philosophical components
The geographical, historical and epistemological proximity of Africa, Asia, and
Europe, the multi-faceted cultural relations, the psycho-philosophical heritage of
the colonial past, and the diversity of the forms of creolization: these are some of
the most significant features that have contributed to the complexity of identity
structures in the area. In the transitory, intermedial moments, micro-narratives and
the diversity of signifying practices (Spivak 1998: XII–XXVI), the determinations
of identity are constantly re-engaged in a process of re-signification and redefinition.
The complex network of interwoven textual connections and, thereby, the main
poetic discourses describing the external world, just as much as reflecting upon the
relationality between textuality and corporeity, oral and written forms of experience and expression take shape in the linguistic and mental in-between of the trilingual field of French-English-Creole (Barthelemy 2009: 159–168). This situation
of plurilinguism represents a multiple matrix, a framework within which each literary work is situated. Each text is an articulation, a point of crystallization in the
micro-universe (Seychelles) of the mutual presence and juxtaposition of the three
national languages (Pallai 2012a: 253–266).
The variety of cultural and anthropological origins and influences creates a local
universe of linguistic (and epistemological) diversity, where the demarcations between the diverse discursive traditions and practices of each language can be conceptualized in terms of crossover interpretation, hybridized states and transitional
phases of identity (McLaren 1995: 3–10). This meta-discursive plurality has a considerable influence on the interpretations and narratives of identity, subjectivity and
alterity: we enter into a space of continuous negotiation, into the orally transmitted
genres of Creole “literature” and music while the conception of the presence and
cultural role of the Creole language as a dimension of transgression and a matrix of
boundary-crossing can contribute to the re-evaluation of Creole as a model of
“thirding” (Soja 1996: 1–54). The structuration and the textualization of a poem in
Creole (and of any poem, especially in a pluri-lingual context) imply the presence
of transfer and shifts between the epistemological (and ontological) layers of effects of meaning that characterize the signifying structures of each language, as
well as the referential relation between languages (Gumbrecht 2004: 1–20).
Languages represent different hermeneutic fields, different contents and methods of representation of identity and alterity, of world-interpretation. There is an
inevitable need for reflection on the components of the substance and the form of
textual expression, on various crossings, interpenetrations, complementarity and
inter-linguistic dialogicity. The hybridized psycho-philosophical and linguistic
context of the Seychelles (Fleischmann 2008: 27–47) offers a new foundation for
the renegotiation of monolithic discourses and narratives of Self-and-Other, and of
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the spectrum of relations between textuality and corporeity, writing and enfleshment, and, as a third dimension of deixis, Creole.
In the case of Creole oral traditions and music, even if transcribed, narratives
have always existed in a performative form and not merely as textual data. In the
analysis of poetry in Creole, linguistic consciousness, cultural identity and the
presence of the Creole language as a post-binary choice (French-English) can be
characterized by the word “kernel” (Berthold-Bond 1989: 176). Referring to the
essence, the underlying inscriptions and pre-discursive contents, kernel can be read
as the articulation of a new disciplinary matrix highlighting the performative aspect
of writing and thinking in Creole as a language of ongoing (re)articulation of identity and plurality, as a stability condition (McLaren 1995: 16–28) which is yet flexible and serves as an explanatory frame and a referential point bridging the gap
between French and English in a bilingual, post-colonial and epistemological model (Pallai 2012b: 233–242). Creole, as a unique space of expression, selfarticulation and transformative possibility, is a constant emergence, a “coming-tobe”, a processual understanding of the Self-Other relationships counteracting and,
thus, deconstructing one-sided, or even discriminatory conceptual approaches to
identity. The inter-connection of physical and conceptual spaces characterizing
archipelagic imaginaries and the pluralizing, transactional qualities of the Creole
language find an open-ended narrative space in writing in Creole. In Creole literary
texts, identity and alterity are constructed in a continuous operation, where heterogeneous and plural messages can be transmitted in a language in constant selfreference defining its taxonomic position with regards to the other national languages (Roberts 2007: 1–20). Instead of a monolithic representation, identity can
be conceived of as a dynamic metaphysical field having plural history, as an everemerging object of discourse engaged in the process of displacement-replacement.
The Creole language presents itself as a system of signs and contents, writing itself
as a macro-structure of inclusion, with roots and history closely related to other
languages. Being located in the cross-linguistic inter-textuality of narratives – and,
at the same time, as apartness (Spivak 1998: 332–370) – Creoles, in a relation of
transcendence and renewal, undo the thematic fixations and historical load of
French and English.
2.1. Corporeity, textuality, performativity, historicity
Creole represents a shifting configurationality. It is able to represent a narrative
identity which conforms to complex identities and multi-layered subject positions
of multiple heritage representing the in-between status of hybridized structures and
histories (Giroux 1995: 37–64). Writing in Creole plays a central role in performing identity, in the praxis of the creation and definition of the self, and in constant
self-actualization. This unfolding performance, with its corporeal and textual components and mediated by the textually objectified ontological and epistemological
dimensions of history (Schechner 2002: 2–38), results in the intertwining of as-
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sumed identities, and allows for the emergence of the living-performance of the
physical and the mental:
Sakenn son moman
Kreol … wi Kreol
I pa en verb konpoze me plito en let … Ekrir
Pour rann omaz nou bann ero
Bann gardyen nou leritaz
Fofile lo en tabliye
Ki’n vir paz listwar
Nou pep (Lespoir 2003: 14–7)5

In Reuban Lespoir’s “Mon Senfoni”, writing is the liminal (Turner 2004: 79–
84) action, the point of passage between the heritage of the past and the mixed state
positions, which are assigned and arranged by the performative literary acts (reading, mental representation, oral presentation) and by the presentificational immediacy of hermeneutic actions (comprehension, interpretation).
The textually performed experience of Creole serves as a receptive platform to
representations of identity in flux in the process of establishing this identity. At the
same time, Creole is also able to surpass the trilingual paradigm of the three national languages. This “scriptive” performance links the physical and the textual,
the manifested and the mental entities, while it is unfolded by writing as a praxis of
embodied memory, as a cultural place of remembrance, and as a transcription of
bodily interpretations.
Mon senfoni Kreol
Se li mon laverite
Se sa ki mon ete
Sa lasenn ki ti rezonnen lo lapo!
Zenerasyon apre zenerasyon
Nou zanset in kiltivite
Apenn tonm azenou e kriye
Zot benediksyon i sa zarden
Kot nou lalang pe fleri (Lespoir 2003: 14–17)6

In Lespoir’s poem, creole identity, constituted in social temporality, is instituted
through the facticity and materiality of the body of the ancestors. Meaning is constituted by the historical sedimentation and by the analysis of the reproduction (iteration) and modification of the pre-existing scripts and mental-historical con5

For each one his moment / Creole … yes Creole / This is not a compound word but rather a letter …
To write / To pay tribute to our numerous heroes / To the guardians of our heritage / Who thread on
an apron / Those who have turned a page in the history / Of our people. Lespoir, Reuban. “Mon senfoni”. (Unless otherwise mentioned, all translations are mine – K.P.)
6
My Creole symphony / This is my thruth / This is who I am / This chain that has rattled on the skin!
/ Generation after generation / Our ancestors have cultivated / Barely fallen to their knees they cried /
Their blessing is this garden / Where our language is flourishing.
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structs (Butler 1988: 519–531) of the skin (lapo), of slavery and indentured labour
(lasenn, kiltivite, tonm azenou, kriye). The result is a renewed universe of understanding and reenactment, represented by the image of the garden. The garden is a
site of destabilization of existing ontological and linguistic taxonomies and identity
structures, a point of departure towards a reformulation and re-appropriation of
identity, towards the transgression of established boundaries (Salih 2011: 19–34) in
order to assume the potential multiplicity and hybridized plurality of Creole identity (Pallai 2012c: 121–136).
Arc-en-ciel, nacelle de toutes les couleurs
Unissent par les rayons luisants
Symbole de diversité, de paix et d’harmonie
Et d’achèvement dans sa totalité
Tenir cette consonance de nuances et de mélange (Nourrice 2011a: 9)7

In “Mélodie de la Fraternité”, Marie-Flora Ben-David Nourrice conceptualizes
the originating activity of Creole identity by outlining the heterogeneous linguistic,
anthropological and epistemological horizons and components. The multiplicity of
colors, the forms of diversity are contextualized in a global image of harmony and
peace, of the achievement of totality. All shades of creolization and hybridization
are integrated in an ontological stylization, where the definition and the textualpoetic production of the subject partly relies on a narrative account rooted in the
already established dimensions of prevailing interpretations. Once we assume the
inter-influence, juxtaposition and intense relation of multiple cultures, unity and the
achievement of totality become conceivable in terms of synthesis, re-appropriation
of prevailing matrices and comprehension of the relationality and openness of being (Glissant 1996: 11–142, 1997a: 13–34, 1997b: 12–29, 48–61, 96–204, 215–
244). The miscegenations, the cultural crossings, creolity, coolitude8, as well as
other approaches and identity concepts, including traces of memories and plural
(mental and historical) homelands, contribute to the achievement of a better understanding and a more comprehensive account of the dynamics of creolized identity.
2.2. Psycho-geographical reflexivity
In addition to the analysis and conjugation of the complexity and fusion of cultural
horizons, there is a need for critical hermeneutical work on dominant texts and
discourses (Olson & Worsham 2000: 727–765). This approach of structures of

7

Rainbow, cradle of all colours / Gathered by shining rays / Symbol of diversity, of peace and harmony / And of achievement in its totality / To keep this consonance of shades and of mixture.
8
Notion theorized by Khal Torabully to designate the cultural, epistemological (and anthropoontological) diversity born of the linkage between India and other cultural spaces after the abolition of
slavery. Coolitude is characterized by dialogicity and openness to alterity (see Carter & Torabully
2002: 1–18).
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meaning and identity and the psycho-geographical reflection appear in “Sendronm
atol ek larsipel”:
En kolye, detrwa pwen
Pros pour envizib
Noye, flote dan en losean
Pourtan en linite
Son frontyer (balizaz) i san limit (Nourrice 2011b: 10–1)9

The geographical, the linguistic and the ontological horizons interfere and influence the production of the prevailing narratives of the self and the accounts of identity. The conceptual grids constructed by the poem of Ben-David Nourrice represent a critical revision of commonplace interpretations which is responsive to cultural particularity (Butler 2005: 3–20). The poetic text also theorizes problematic
components of heritage, such as closure and geo-psychological restrictions, the
degradation and exploitation of the environment.
Zonn ekonomik eksklouziv
Sinyonnen par bann peser
Lapes endistriel
En konstitisyon pour losean
Pour leksplwatasyon (Nourrice 2011: 10–11)10

The bodily and geographical dimensions of physical presence are denoted by
the disconnected, short lines and verses of textual corporeity: islands scattered in
the ocean. The reading of the islands of an archipelago (like textual density-points
in narratives), the relations established by a unifying identity concept, and the texts
of plurilingual literary production can facilitate the interpretation of unique epistemologies (Bowell 2008: 11–15), as well as of the dynamics of hybridization and
creolization. The conceptual schemes of self-consciousness and self-narration are
mediated outside of the self and the “dislocated first-person perspective” (Butler
2005: 20–29) is completed by the exteriorization of the critical discourse at the
level of otherness, also involving encounters and openness (Taylor 2001: 24–38)
such as challenges of a nation, of an island state, where, ultimately, collectivity
serves as a frame of reference.
3. Writing of visibility: the material dematerialized
The poetry of Magie Faure-Vidot spans the intra-personal and the transegoic dimensions as well. Her work can be characterized by the unifying intentionality and
direction of reflexivity on modes of existence, spiritual and mental states, insulari9
A necklace, a few dots / Nearly invisible / Drown, floating in the ocean / And yet in unity / Its frontier (beaconing) is limitless.
10
Exclusive economic zone / Visited by many fishermen / Industrial fishing / A constitution for the
ocean / For the exploitation.
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ty, exile, solitude, love and the search for truth. The description and analysis of
psycho-spiritual changes and development interweave the oeuvre (Pallai 2012c).
“An Enigma” (Faure-Vidot 1985) describes the multi-layeredness of the human
mind and the soul within the scenery of a real and imaginary journey in quest of
words and spiritual contentment. Faure-Vidot explores and expands on the different modalities, dissonances and possibilities of agency, the normative, monolithic
constructions and definitude of meaning, the performative acts of self-perception
(Sedgwick 1994: VII–XII, 2–22).
I needed no ghost
To assign me to a post
Boldly inscribed in my sense
Was the grammar essence

“A Pearl So Rare” (Faure-Vidot 1988: 7) explores the incarnation of inspiration,
the textual-corporeal materialization of intangible entities gaining physical dimension by the iterative presence of textual elements, thereby formulating an identity.
A name is inscribed
Out of her being inspired
In letters so bold
Carved in solid gold

The displacements and shifts between the physical, the textual and the metaphysical that characterize the poetry of Magie Faure-Vidot define the outlines of an
ontology and phenomenology of intra- and inter-personal reflection focusing on the
singular specificities and histories of individual discourses, changes and conditions
of being (Venn 2000: 196–204).
“Braving the Void” (Faure-Vidot 1988: 7) represents readings of narratives of
individuality and subjectivity in the unfolding temporality of personal history taking shape throughout the poem. Faure-Vidot not only gives an account of the permanent self-analysis and of the emergence of her readings of the self and the outside world, but also reflects upon the existential conditions of being and the process
of manifestation out of the non-manifested, the construction of subjectivity (Barber
& Clark 2002: 1–38).
I have to concentrate on self-teaching
So as to be far reaching
As otherwise I shall be stranded
On a far away land […]
I also am trying to overpower the void

The place of exchange, of desire and of the transgression of the self is painted in
“My Love” (Faure-Vidot 1995: 11). The unity of the “we” does not erase difference.
Out of this inclusive notion emerges a plural space conserving the opacities of singular being. The poem culminates in the collation of the poetical subject, the dove,
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the ocean, the night sky, the breeze and the Other. The sounds of the wind, as well
as the objectuality (Haddock 2012: 91–99) (mode of actualization) of the literary
text at different phases of its realization are stages in the process of the rephrasing of
lived experience and self-referential forms of symbolic (literary-narrative) works.
Atomic expressions of the morphology of the motives and intentionalities of the
self are mapped in “L’arrogant” (Faude-Vidot 2011: 45).
Je voudrais écrire le nouveau chapitre d’une histoire
Traverser un autre couloir
Pour enfin ménager
Ma trop grande susceptibilité11

The susceptibility and sensitivity of Faure-Vidot include listening to the narrative of the Other, the stratification of the personality motivated by ethical, epistemological and cognitive interests (Venn 2000: 204) and the fundamental dynamics
of inter-personal relationships.
Mon rêve
Accèdera à son terme, lentement mais sûrement
Grâce à une fièvre
Glaçant mon corps amoureusement (Faure-Vidot 2011: 42)12

The transitions and transfers between bodily and worldly dimensions point towards an aesthetic of opening to the metaphysical, an ethics of relationality, heterogeneity, irreducible plurality, opacity and exchange.
In the poetry of Faure-Vidot, the world is constituted as a horizon of individual
agency, constantly redefined by the performativity of literature, as well as by the
diversity of dimensions of intra- and inter-psychic enrichment.
Mon pe dir lemonn
Annou dans sa ronn […]
Otour miray mon leker
Mon pe plant en kantite fler
Pour redir lemonn (Faure-Vidot 2012)13

Words of oral performance (dir) and iteration (redir) serve as a frame structuring the account of the world given by Magie Faure. The encounters are anticipated
and read from a central personal universe surrounded by poetical texts and existential contexts, where the motif of the rose functions as a focusing lens gathering all
the shades, oscillations and levels of personal being and world interpretation.

11

I would like to write the new chapter of a / story / To cross another corridor / To at last manage /
My too great susceptibility.
12
My dream / Will come to its end, slowly but surely / Thanks to a fever / Freezing my body amourously.
13
I’m telling the world / Let us dance this round / Around the wall of my heart / I’m planting lots of
flowers / To retell the world. (Manuscript placed at my disposal by the author.)
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4. Writing, performance, scripts of identity
The trilingual contemporary literary corpus of the Seychelles – read in terms of
performativity and textual-corporeal relationality – operates as a plural manifold,
as a field of interpretation, a nexus of identity-writing linked by shared imaginaries,
multiple heritages and the paradigm of archipelity. Textuality serves as a surface of
mediation to refine connections between mental and physical spaces, textuality and
corporeity, to analyze the constructions of meaning, to examine methods and strategies of self-actualization.
The contemporary poetry of the Seychelles is always a situational practice of,
and a critical reflection on, the self: a series of micro-histories of a personal ontology marked by an affective engagement in personal and national narratives. This
poetry is constantly in the praxis of creation and existence. The multi-faceted cultural crossings and their psycho-philosophical consequences define a considerable
field of interplay, where writing operates as a performative linker structuring and
orienting the communication between textual forms, reading (the textual dimension), physical presence (the corporeal dimension) and interpretation. This linking
function of writing constitutes a particular hermeneutical field, characterized by the
divergence and interconnection between the coexisting linguistic paradigms (English, French, Creole), the reflection on the oral-written transposition (Creole), the
images of space and place (geographical and mental), and a wide range of nuances
of possible textual-corporeal relations.
The logical nucleus and ground reality of this poetry is the contestation of monological history-constructions, the re-mapping of dominant identity discourses
and the practice of border-cultures, destabilizing identity.
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In Praise of…Temporality?!
On the hermeneutical roots of Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht and
the new temporality of presence
SMID, RÓBERT
Even if during his short visit to Hungary Professor Gumbrecht preferred to emphasize the founding role of spatiality as far as the introduction of new theoretical
points of view were concerned, it is hardly deniable that historicity redeems its
indispensability in a hermeneutical way when it comes to the ground of Gumbrechtian philosophy. The attention paid to paradigms, as well as the carefully observed changes in philosophy, literature and literary theory, serve as a perfect example of just how much Gumbrecht owes to the notion of tradition in a hermeneutical sense. However deeply it might be rooted in hermeneutics – presumably due
to his pre-US education in (West) Germany – Gumbrechtian thought is neither a
special kind of hermeneutics, nor even a new application of it. In fact three main
points of collision can be sketched out that serve as cornerstones for his theory
after roughly 2000. Firstly, he wishes to go beyond partial understanding by proposing a new kind of experience of presence, which would be capable of granting
access, due to a more thorough realization during the encounter with the work of
art, to previously untouched dimensions of readings (as in Production of Presence
(2004) and in Stimmungen Lesen (2011)). Secondly, there is a steady undercurrent
of a democratic theme in his works, a compliance unfamiliar to hermeneutics, since
hermeneutics would hardly agree that without decent education one is capable of
having proper aesthetic experience (cf. In Praise of Athletic Beauty (2006)). Thirdly, opposing an eminent feature of several interpretative strategies which make
much use of the active anticipation of meanings, he suggests contemplation,1 presuming that events and actions will sooner or later take care of, and unfold, themselves without any interference aimed at dominating them (cf. Latency (2012)). My
paper wishes to examine how huge a role historicity, understood in a Gumbrechtian
manner, plays in the founding of aesthetic experience, and how achievements of
philosophical hermeneutics have contributed to the unfolding of a new chronotope
in the past twenty years.
1. Hermeneutical Origins
In personal conversations, Gumbrecht charged representatives of reception aesthetics with being far less “democratic” in their approach than they claim to be, since
their interpretative practice always presupposes a “proper” understanding of a text,
1

This can be compared to the “closure” in Of Grammatology, where the inquiry emerges from symptoms of contemporary processes in thinking (see Derrida 1967: 14).
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which is a highly problematic notion. Thus, when in one of his early English language texts Gumbrecht considers how hermeneutical reading is put into actual
operation, he calls attention to a residue which the famous “theory of horizons”
cannot dispose of. Even Jauß admitted the surplus meanings produced by the term
horizon due to its various contexts rooted in communication theory and sociology
(Jauß 1982: 231, 253). Gumbrecht, too, readily proposes the radicalization of an
approach which would utilize the remnants of different disciplines, since it grants
access to economic or historical factors in a wider horizon of literary pieces. Instead of searching for a single proper meaning, Gumbrecht tries to shed light on
different aspects of a text even if this type of reading has to abandon the idea of
immanent interpretation. The suggested interpretation in action would call for plural histories of reading (Gumbrecht 1992: 15), which is regarded as the very consequence of reception aesthetics taken seriously. However, the fact that Jauß and his
disciples missed out on writing these histories through their interpretations unveils
the pseudo-antiauthoritarian tendency of the school of reception aesthetics, which
always aspires to set the stage for reading as an event of dialogues, but ends up in a
sad and futile quest for adequate meaning.
In an effort to go beyond “hermeneutical narcissism” (Bourdieu 1995: 302–
303), Gumbrecht does construct the sociological horizon of literary communication
(Gumbrecht 1992: 20), although he seems to be well aware of the fact that subordinating historical aspects of reading to this model may turn out to be just as totalizing as the blindness of reception aesthetics is to the aforementioned horizons of the
text. Therefore Gumbrecht does not suspend the pertinence of historicity in reading; he merely involves a critical reappropriation of it, extending to factors previously left out of consideration. Unlike Kittler, Gumbrecht has no hard feelings
about interpretation – as he made it quite obvious in private conversations, too –,
therefore his “farewell to interpretation” (Gumbrecht 1988: 395) is addressed to
those types of readings in which interpretation finds its precondition in historical
remoteness (cf. e. g. Gadamer 1990: 302–303). Gumbrecht’s idea of interpretation
admittedly owes more to the concept of materiality revealed in Derrida’s Of
Grammatology,2 and its rehabilitation provides a basis for what is meant by “antihermeneutical” as far as for instance experience as Erlebnis is concerned. According to Gumbrecht, the incontrovertible – and, we might add, for him the singular3 –
positive accomplishment of deconstruction accumulates in revealing how the signifier is insufficiently accounted for if it is considered to be acting as a contingent
2

For the preeminent role of Of Grammatology at the conference in Dubrovnik in 1987 see Gumbrecht
2004: 9.
3
It became quite obvious that Gumbrecht’s attitude toward deconstruction concerning the status of
literary studies is rather resentful, to say the least, because it left a mark on the humanities that they
cannot easily get rid of (see Gumbrecht 2009a: 13). Deconstruction is presumed to have totalized
those asocial tendencies of the “linguistic turn” – stemming from linguistic relativism –, which later
turned out to be most harmful to the disciplines (see Gumbrecht 2010a: 20).
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complementary element in the history of philosophy. However, the concept of materiality, redeemed by Derrida as a consequence of paying close attention to the
processes of a technologically and scientifically changing era,4 might unfold in
utterly different ways in Gumbrecht’s oeuvre. Nevertheless, he prefers – and this
might not be a coincidence – the literary theorist Paul de Man, whose means of
textual readings can be played off against hermeneutics’ neurotic fixation on
“proper” meanings. What Gumbrecht withholds is the fact that it is precisely de
Man who regards materiality as inextricably linked to textuality, this materiality
being thus always accessible through a (deconstructive or tropological) reading
(see Kulcsár-Szabó 2005: 89). Materiality, if understood for instance as a synthesis
of prosodic factors in a literary text, plays a lesser role in the experience of die
Stimmung (‘being attuned’, in the Heideggerean sense, see Gumbrecht 2011: 12).
Nonetheless for Gumbrecht, deconstruction undoubtedly revealed the rigid and
differentiation-based praxis of hermeneutics, which always carries out a distinction
between the signifying surface and the level of meaning below, behind, or beyond
it (Gumbrecht 2003: 43). Under this reading, the conditions of meaning are explicated in the event of understanding without any attention left to materiality, even
though the latter could actually be the key to deconstructing hierarchies and
tendencies of totalization in readings. Yet the main problem with the Gadamerian
notion of formation (das Gebilde) does not only stem from its lack of materiality
(Gadamer 1990: 125–126), but from its flash-like manifestation within the moment
of understanding (Gadamer 1993: 357–358). That is why instead of the topos of
“lightning”, so often connected to the event of understanding in hermeneutics,
Gumbrecht brings up Benjamin’s description of the remains of Heidelberg Castle
(Gumbrecht 2003: 12). As opposed to the authoritarian search for meaning (Gumbrecht 2009a: 12), the democratic basis of the Gumbrechtian theory of interpretation can be utilized through commentaries, which are considered an authentic and
stable way of mediation – just like the ruins, which stand there as an epicenter of a
broadening temporal radius – between different cultural and temporal contexts
(Gumbrecht 2003: 41). Interpretation in reception aesthetics typically presupposes
a kind of “superreader” who is capable of making the different horizons of a text
accessible to others (see Bourdieu 1995: 302–303). This supposition leads to an
always already mediated and therefore contaminated (i. e. partial) experience. It
will not make a significant difference if a hermeneutic withdrawal occurs during
mediation (as in Gadamer 1993: 350–351) in order to let the text exert its effects on
the reader. Unlike interpretation, commentaries contribute to the reading experi4

It is worth noting that critics emphasized exactly the same danger of the Derridean enterprise as
early as the “rise of deconstruction” in the early 70’s (see e. g. Goux 1972: 6). Thus it is not hard to
see that the emergence of the new chronotope due to similarly shifting conditions to those that Derrida had to face in the late 60’s and early 70’s, places Gumbrecht alongside his French predecessor;
perhaps this is why he primarily draws on the ideas of the young Derrida.
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ence through by-passing the rather snobbish attitude of new-historicism, whose
footnotes in a Shakespeare edition, for example, are for the learned elite. Commentary in the Gumbrechtian sense, transmitting the knowledge required to understanding the work of art, should be just as beneficial for the literary critic as for the shop
assistant. As opposed to aristocratic refinement and the impression of closed-down
sufficiency, the democratic spirit of commentaries is to be found in its openness to
annexation, in the gesture of conjunction: a chance is given to everyone to join in,
and to contribute to the existing tradition through writing another footnote, and still
another... (Gumbrecht 2003: 48). Consequently, the hierarchy which weighs so
heavily upon the relation between text and its commentaries in traditional approaches is heavily undermined5. Already the deconstruction of the clear distinction between the main text and the additional notes does a lot to create the atmosphere of openness and to invite further contributors. This way, reading becomes
“rhizomatic”: like a node, it gives rise to various “off-shoots” and stems of further
possibilities of interpretation (cf. Deleuze & Guattari 1980: 10). At the same time,
it also opens up the way for a multisensual – or even diagrammatic (Bauer & Ernst
2010: 134) – way of reading. The simultaneity of effects prepares the way for the
introduction of the concept of Stimmung into reading, while its philological basis
has already been established.
In the light of reading as commentary, the relation to time and history is reshaped as well. In the hermeneutical experience, the future is conceived as an open
horizon of possibilities; this conception plays a key role in forming and maintaining a historical continuity as a basis for dialogue with tradition. Writing commentaries acts as a menace to such an understanding of time, since through the dehierarchized text-constellations of Gumbrechtian philology, the hierarchized nexus to
time is bound to be suspended as well. However, commentaries may easily lead to
the atomization of the text due to the inability of the commentator to predict the
knowledge required for future generations to understand a particular piece of literature (Gumbrecht 2003: 46).
A further problem, which from a hermeneutic point of view appears as a solution, but for Gumbrecht is the problem itself, concerns the eminent concept of the
Classical (das Klassische) in hermeneutics. This concept was already criticized by
Jauß: he saw it as a category which evaded the essential historicity of interpretation
(Jauß 1969: 48) by defining it with Hegel as a formation, “‘which is self-significant
(selbst bedeutende) and hence also self-interpretive (selber Deutende)’” (Gadamer
2006: 290). Therefore it seems that it is “the Classical” itself which escapes the
idea of total mediation (totale Vermittlung). Neglecting mediation results in a re-

5
It is to be noted, that the seemingly innocent and democratic nature of commentaries might turn
rather hostile in operation if contrasted with hermeneutical understanding. For a detailed discussion
see Kulcsár Szabó 2010: 69.
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sistance to a more thorough and always different understanding of the same text (i.
e. to recognition (das Wiedererkennung)) (Gadamer 1990: 119).
Gumbrecht goes beyond the criticism of Jauß when he suggests a reversible
praxis as the basis of historization, which, in spite of utilizing the Heideggerian
categories of present-at-hand (die Vorhandenheit) and ready-to-hand (die
Zuhandenheit), takes out the precursory status of understanding from the structure
of being-in-the-world (In-der-Welt-sein).6 Suspending the ready-to-hand in the
process of historization, Gumbrecht strongly opposes the ontology of Heidegger,
since he more or less reintroduces a kind of derivativity (i. e. deriving ready-tohand from present-at-hand), which was firmly rejected by Heidegger in the aforementioned dichotomy.
But it (viz. the ready-to-hand – S. R.) must not be understood as a mere characteristic of interpretation, as if such “aspects” were discursively forced upon
“beings” which we initially encounter, as if an initially objectively present
world-stuff were “subjectively colored” in this way. Such an interpretation
overlooks the fact that in that case beings would have to be understood beforehand and discovered as purely objectively present. (Heidegger 1996: 67)

Thus Gumbrecht does not conceive the two notions in terms of aspectual difference, but rather focuses on present-at-hand, which is assumed to have the potential
of alienating things in a temporal way (Gumbrecht 2003: 60). It should be understood less as referring to the work of art as an object, because the importance of the
present-at-hand lies in it appearing as the only way with the possibility of preserving an object – even in the way of the hermeneutical Wesen-lassen –, which at first
denies any kind of immediate accessibility to us, without exploiting it (Gumbrecht
2003: 61). This is the point where Gumbrecht’s criticism of the Gadamerian Classical departs from Jauß, putting the whole notion of the work of art at stake. While
the aesthetics of Gadamer seems to presuppose the Classical (and also canonical)
status of all literary works worthy of hermeneutical attention, Gumbrecht accurately points out that it is exactly the conditions of something becoming an eminent
piece of art which are missed out on by Gadamerian hermeneutics (Gumbrecht
2003: 61). Therefore the Classical – alluding to the conclusion of Jauß – is somehow left out of the process of historization, even though it is precisely temporal
remoteness which would have to grant a literary text the status of the Classical.
However, the explanation provided by Gumbrecht might turn out to be just as
problematic as the target of his critique. There exists a mild esoteric overtone,
which stems from the reinterpretation of Heidegger’s notion of being-toward-death,
even if the concept of the “broadening present” is offered as an alternative to the
6
I have a slight suspicion that despite Gumbrecht constantly denying the exclusion of preliminary
understanding – which is undoubtedly one of the most important components on which hermeneutics
is based (see Heidegger 1996: 40–1, Gadamer 1990: 270) –, it has to be done in favor of the operationality of relations between temporality (and historicity) and aesthetic experience (as we shall see).
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traditional understanding of the future as a great storehouse of possibilities.
“Broadening present” can be conceived as a consequence of a shift regarding the
idea of the future itself. 7 This present-future is no longer an accessible, or even
predictable, horizon of anticipations; instead of opportunities, it holds threat and
menace (Gumbrecht 2009a: 14). (The idea of a hazardous future did not make its
debut in Gumbrecht’s oeuvre, since Gadamer (see 1990: 118) and Derrida (see
1987: 369) had given an account of it earlier) The new chronotope, unfolded by
Gumbrecht, however, is fueled by the desire to overcome the ultimate threat; death
itself. Therefore it is quite telling how he organizes the attitude towards historicity
in the 20th century by eventually focusing on the ways in which it was desired that
death should be circumvented: on the one hand, there is new historicism, whose
communication with the dead (Gumbrecht 2003: 65, originally a decisive motif in
Stephen Greenblatt’s oeuvre) offers the position of the medium for the philologist
(see Assmann 1996: 123), while, on the other hand, the Hegelian model, reappropriated by Kojéve, operates on the basis of solid prognostication. Of course both
regard history as a process from which knowledge about the future addressed to the
present can be extracted (Gumbrecht 2004: 119–120). Moreover they mutually
maintain the illusion of temporality (Gumbrecht 2003: 66), which Gumbrecht opposes with his concept of materiality based on the Heideggerian notion of the
earth. Here a return is to be made to Gumbrecht’s criticism of the “formation”, the
flashing, the “lightening” effect of Gebilde in the event of understanding, which, in
hermeneutics, is essential to carrying out a dialogue with tradition as well as constructing the horizon of the future through anticipation and “iterability” in the reading process. This notion is dropped in favor of “presence”, the effects of which are
rooted in the aforementioned materiality. What Gumbrecht sees in Gadamerian
aesthetics in terms of materiality are only phantasms of material events, an ungraspable metaphysical formation whose experience can only be valid within its
own field of operation, in a situation constituted by formation itself (Gumbrecht
1992: 27). However, this does not mean that Gumbrecht would oppose the pertinence of aesthetic experience as described by Gadamer:
All such ideas as imitation, appearance, irreality, illusion, magic, dream, assume
that art is related to something different from itself: real being. But the phenomenological return to aesthetic experience (Erfahrung) teaches us that the latter does not
think in terms of this relationship but, rather, regards what it experiences as genuine truth. (Gadamer 2006: 72)
Gumbrecht’s enterprise focuses on rehabilitating experience as Erlebnis in order
to claim right to presence effects adequate to a new chronotope. The effects transcend the limits of understanding, as in the case of the swimmer, Pablo Morales
(Gumbrecht 2004: 104), or in the interpretation of the Kantian aesthetic disinterest7

And in this respect he opposes the messianism of deconstruction (see Gumbrecht 2011: 171) more,
than the original idea of existential historicity in Heidegger’s work (see Heidegger 1996: 303).
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edness, which cannot be situated within hermeneutical limits. Since being disinterested concerns both the athlete and the spectator (Gumbrecht 2006: 51), their focused intensity, being lost in aesthetic experience, may converge. That is to say the
eminent effects of sports have to be conceived as something which disconnects the
swimmer from anything that is outside of the game (Gumbrecht 2006: 41). Yet this
lived experience, at the same time, opposes any kind of traditional “representation”
(Gumbrecht 2006: 44). If we apply this peculiar eminence of experience revealed
by Gumbrecht to the work of art, it may be stated that the pertinence of art is preserved, whereas it has to separate itself from everyday life in order to constitute the
field of intensity, as it does in sports for participants and spectators alike. While
Gumbrecht, as we shall see in his reading of The Origin of the Work of Art, recognizes the triggering effect the artwork is capable of, he conceives of it according to
a different horizon. He appropriates the catalyst (the work of art) in its spatial dimension as praeesse (being before something), however, as the second part of this
paper will try to make clear, the new experience fueled by presence effects cannot
evade admitting temporality as its basis. The double movement of withdrawal and
unconcealment might be interpreted as the operation of materiality, which constantly escapes the limitedness of interpretation and meaning, thus functioning as
an authentic ground for an approach of Gumbrechtian aesthetics, but its temporal
constellation might just be the key element through which Gumbrecht can situate
and underpin the experience of “lost in focused intensity” at the border of disconnectedness and pertinence.
In contrast with the spiritualism (or even spiritism) of hermeneutics, when the
reader is forced to accept the predictions of an “oracle”, or else has to bear the consequence of the falling prey of Dasein, the aesthetic features of presence effects
suggested by Gumbrecht work in a field free from the anxiety of the future (see
Gumbrecht 2006: 41). Gumbrecht gets rid off the seemingly painful necessity of
the hermeneutical notion of historicity by suspending (Gumbrecht 2003: 67) its
existential horizon (Heidegger 1996: 345). Therefore he rescues historization from
the grip of death, freeing it to be capable of establishing presence effects, however
it might just situate history (and historical remoteness in particular) as the problem
itself, once again. It can easily be understood that presence effects require historicity as a condition, though definitely not in the same way as it would be perceived in
hermeneutical experience (that is to say: relying massively on the so-called historicist chronotope), but in the new chronotope of the broadening present. On the one
hand, Gadamerian hermeneutics concentrates on the rehabilitation of the tradition
(Gadamer 1990: 287) in order to prove its own universality in the humanities, regarded as a group of disciplines which all have historicity as their common ground.
Eventually, it also postulates the facticity of hermeneutics (Gadamer 1990: 306–
307, Figal 2006: 17), which, on the other hand, acts as a point of departure for
Heidegger in his ontological explication of historicity (Heidegger 1996: 52). The
ultimate reason why Gadamer’s attitude towards historicity is inadequate for Gum-
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brecht, is the already mentioned problem of the Classical, because the rehabilitation carried out by Gadamer rests on this very notion, which still bears the traces of
19th century romanticism (Gumbrecht 2010b: 101). Therefore, “riskful thinking”
practiced against tradition and historicity, may not be the simple repetition of the
action that Heidegger and Gadamer carried out opposing the status of history in the
humanities before the hermeneutical turn.
At first glance it might seem quite challenging to situate Gumbrecht’s view on
historicity within the radiation of tradition. The concept of the broadening present
is offered instead of the Hegelian end of history, and, simultaneously, latency and
contemplation, accompanied by the problem of identification (i. e. how the chronotope can be recognized) come into the picture. It is quite easy to dissolve any pertinence of historicity with appropriating tradition as a form of nostalgia, a desire for
genealogy. Nevertheless, Gumbrecht rightly observes that the dominating feature
of today is not being able to let the past go, yet this clinging to the past does not
exactly coincide with the means of constituting history in the historicist chronotope
(see Gumbrecht 2012: 283). Latency thus becomes an eminent phenomenon, since
it verifies the spatial nature of how the present can be conceived as a moment constantly expanding. Being unable to find something because its location and identity
are unknown (Gumbrecht 2012: 280) is like a vague memory of a paragraph which
would fit perfectly into the paper you are working on right now, but you do not
remember exactly how it goes, or where you read it. This experience is entirely
different from repression, when one misses the right moment to articulate something. However, the persistence of the past cannot avoid the remnants of previous
chronotopes, and Gumbrecht is well aware of them, lining them up as proof of the
broadening present.
Two problems seem to arise due to this view: firstly, the concept of paradigm or
episteme is specified by the distinction between the validity of experience (that is
to say, the involvement in an era) and the restrictions that our discourses about the
past have to suffer despite all efforts to prevent them: that the full accessibility of
grasping an epoch verbally is only possible after it has come to its end. Secondly, it
is almost impossible to accurately identify the beginning of a “new era”. Gumbrecht points out that he is no stranger to this attitude: he writes about the negativity of research that “some of these structures (viz. structures that determine human
experience – S. R.) become more apparent the less they are in play” (Gumbrecht
2009b: 232). The action called contemplation serves as a solution to the problems
mentioned above, since it operates – and we might say: they are only accessible –
within the very chronotope it is supposed to reveal. Instead of the Foucauldian way
of discussing an episteme already passed, Gumbrecht places the unfolding of present conditions where previously retrospectiveness used to stand. Since the present
is no longer a horizon always constituted by the past and the future while simultaneously being deferred (see Derrida 1972: 8, 13) as an imperceptibly short moment
(like the aforementioned “flash of lightning” in hermeneutics), such concepts as the
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Classical or provisioning might as well be thrown out, because they simply become
unnecessary. 8 However, Gumbrecht insists that the historicist chronotope can never be left behind – because of the inability to let go of the past –, therefore chronotropes have to be reappropriated. As we shall see, this feature of the broadening
present comes in handy for Gumbrecht. However, it of course poses problems as
well: the notion of the broadening present raises uneasy questions about the potency of language. Linguistic expression as self-expression (der Ausdruck) does not
coincide with experience but has a tendency to determine the laying-out (die
Auslegung), the explication both in terms of sequentiality (as, for example, the
articulation of sounds in speech “spreads out” what we say) and simultaneity (cf.
e.g. the appearance of different characters at the same time on the paper in front of
us). Thus the problems around language provide a ground for conceiving of time
both as chain-like movements and as broadening. At the same time, the simultaneity of chronotopes, the idea that remnants of previous eras can still be found in the
broadening present (and, if conceived of spatially, more and more elements will
pop up in the long run, while some of them will not return), is convenient enough
for Gumbrecht not to leave a few hermeneutical premises behind, which can actually be exploited to strengthen his theory.
Grasping the broadening present has to be done not just from the inside – with
contemplation – but from the outside, in terms of spatiality, as well. (The situation
is the same as with the border discussed briefly in the newly proposed concept of
experience analogous to sports). The broadening present seems to be a kind of
“origin” from which historicity can perhaps be understood, while it appears also as
a product of the closure of historicity, which is supposed to be a “real coming to an
end”. The broadening present also lets us concentrate on presence effects, instead
of taking the full spectrum of temporality – even if it does not undo the double bind
between presence effects and temporality as discussed above – into consideration
during interpretation. (This is almost the opposite of the aforementioned messianism of deconstruction, which opens up a new era that is to be explicated with an
entirely different approach: even if the remnants of previous chronotopes can still
be dug up, they are reformed according to the already shifted cluster of experience
they fit in.). As for examining the connection of presence effects and materiality, as
well as their aesthetic consequences, Gumbrecht’s reading of Heidegger’s The
Origin of the Work of Art provides a perfect example. Is Gumbrecht’s approach an
actual parting of ways with hermeneutics, or is it rather a post-hermeneutic reinterpretation of the temporality of aesthetic experience, which is deeply rooted in
Heidegger’s thought?

8

The resetting of the latter concept is still in progress (for the former see Gumbrecht 2010b: 94–113),
according to the answers given by Professor Gumbrecht after his recent lecture in Hungary.
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2. Materiality and The Origin of the Work of Art as paradigm: a new immediacy of aesthetic experience?
In his undoubtedly innovative reading of Heidegger’s text, Gumbrecht thematizes
the dichotomy of meaning and materiality in such a way that the former can only
turn out contingent and derivative, while the latter necessarily turns out to be a
preliminary basis for aesthetic experience. Conceiving of Dasein as an object in the
world, from which relations with other objects stem, differs radically from what the
structure of being-in-the-world was originally meant to be, even if the concept of
the Umwelt does contain the possibility of various relations between Dasein and
objects the Dasein encounters (see. Heidegger 1996: 64–65). To reinterpret beingin-the-world, Gumbrecht has to take this alternative path in order to emphasize the
spatial dimension of existence and experience (Gumbrecht 2004: 66). However,
this approach still has the consequence of missing out on the ontological ground of
criticism formulated against the Cartesian notion of “worldliness”, namely that the
model of the subject-object paradigm has to be suspended in order to capture the
existential modality of being-in (see Heidegger 1996: 50–51, 55). Yet Gumbrecht
makes it obvious that he is an accurate reader of Heidegger when he regards the
potentiality of the non-conceptual idea of Being as the cornerstone of Heideggerian
thought, which turns out to be the ultimate weapon in the battle of both thinkers:
Heidegger simultaneously aims at performing the destruction of the tradition and
the rehabilitation of the origin (der Ursprung) to overcome the history of being (die
Seinsgeschichte). However, the “non-conceptual “soon turns into thingness, rendering Being an object, which contains even more potential pitfalls in The Origin
of the Work of Art.
Grasping the work of art as a thing, Heidegger traces three distinct approaches.
Firstly, a “thing” can be conceived as substance, and, as Gumbrecht points out:
[…] Heidegger leaves no doubt, Being, as it is being unconcealed, for example, in a work of art, is not something spiritual or something conceptual. Being is not meaning. Being belongs to the dimension of things. (Gumbrecht
2004: 68)

Gumbrecht argues for substantiality in a way which is surely prohibited by
Heidegger. Heidegger writes: “Roman thinking takes over the Greek words without
the corresponding and equiprimordial experience of what they say, without the
Greek word.” (Heidegger 2002: 6). Perhaps it has to do with Gumbrecht being a
Romanist that he understands substance as space, rather than ousia, which
Heidegger identifies with das Anwesen. Heidegger focuses less on its spatiality,
and more on the dynamics of the prefix “An”, on its “being-towards” nature, which
gives the essence of ousia (see Derrida 1987: 128–129). Gumbrecht strives to
evade the first of the many hazards of the thingliness of things by trying to avoid
the heremeneutical tendency to concentrate purely on linguistic meaning (meaning
“born” solely in language). Thus, he excludes the possibility of intermingling the
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structure of the statement with the structure of the thing of which it was made (in a
different way than Heidegger’s, though the result is the same cf. Heidegger 1977:
8–9). It is exactly the notion of ousia deprived of its Greek roots which makes
Gumbrecht’s reading vulnerable when the question of the relation between language and thing looms up, since their respective substances somehow seem to stem
from the same root. Yet if the ‘thing’ is conceived as mere substantiality, then he
has the advantage of shaking off all the remaining compulsions of interpretation,
and he can put lived experience as Erlebnis in the foreground. Privileging the purely sensual dimension of reception might not escape the verdict of aesthetization
(Kulcsár-Szabó 2005: 22), but it definitely identifies the aesthetic as based on bare
perception, as opposed to the “hermeneutical as” (i. e. understanding something as
something). Therefore what Heidegger rejects as the objective perception of the
world (Heidegger 1977: 10) and what Gadamer regards as abstraction (Gadamer
1990: 97–98), becomes a kind of ontological basis for Gumbrecht in his attempt to
situate materiality in the heart of every aesthetic experience.
Suspending preliminary understanding is a necessity for the primacy of spatiality played off against hermeneutical temporality. Apart from understanding, interpretation becomes a suspect notion precisely because of the distance it creates
through mediation (as seen in Bourdieu’s criticism of the hermeneutical superreader). Hermeneutics cannot but think in terms of mediation when it comes to
asking how the work of art is brought into (our) presence (see Gadamer 1993: 339–
340, Figal 2006: 77). If we take Gumbrechtian aesthetics seriously, both the recognition achieved through the initial, always-already-there mediation in hermeneutics, and the experience understood through interpretation, have to be rejected.
Instead of these two models, aesthetic theory, based on the effects of presence,
considers a kind of direct experience accessible for everyone, and points out certain
elements to which the reader should pay particular attention (cf. Gumbrecht 2004:
95–101). Hermeneutics aims at making all things aesthetic experience in terms of
Erfahrung, and keeps complaining about experience conceived as Erlebnis, during
its destruction of the aesthetic consciousness bent on constant interpretation. The
aesthetics of presence wishes to present moments of intensity to the reader (cf.
Gumbrecht 2004: 97) – thus, we can say, carrying out a post-hermeneutical transformation of the process of “total mediation” – and to point out features of a text
(Gumbrecht 2011: 12–13) through which experience as genuine Erlebnis can be
obtained. Interpretation in this sense – as Figal becomes aware of the antihermeneutical discontent – remains “mere” interpretation, which keeps longing for
real presence (Figal 2006: 78). It might never reach it, because the movement of
oscillation is always already restricted by the illusion that language could ever
grasp the actual experience of presence. Consequently, interpretation has to be
reinvented as an act which is finally capable of presenting the rhythm of moving
pictures (cf. Gumbrecht 1998: 361). The program of atmospheric reading (stimmungen Lesen) was called forth by the restriction imposed on language as a result
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of a hermeneutical illusion. This type of reading, which exploits the problem of
interpretations, simultaneously overwhelming language and questioning its potentiality, aims at liberating language from its stagnation (see Gumbrecht 2011: 12),
while avoiding the mistake of aesthetic subjectivism (see Jähnig 1989: 228).
Dynamism, which seems to be the keyword of the experience of atmospheric
reading, is also at work in Gumbrecht’s interpretation of The Origin of the Work of
Art, identifying dynamism as Heidegger’s the earth (die Erde). Not only does
Gumbrecht seem to identify Being with earth, but he also situates it as a special
kind of thing: Being is connected with “encountering things” (Gumbrecht 2004:
66). Thus, he alludes to what the young Heidegger called worldview (das Weltanschauung). Whereas the main feature of worldview is its relation to culture
(Heidegger 1999: 10) – and that word did not have a negative overtone at all for
Heidegger in the 1920’s –, Gumbrecht uses Being to show a territory untouched by
semantics and most eminently by culture; Being forges, and simultaneously withdraws into culture (Gumbrecht 2004: 70). The analogy between earth and Being is
hard to miss: for Heidegger, the earth is a distinguished ground with its authentic
and actual materiality, which keeps withdrawing itself from all efforts of interpretation, so that it is impossible to aesthetize it, and which is always resistant to the
hazards of usefulness (die Nützlichkeit); we can never “overcome it” with our interpretative dominance. This movement becomes analogous to Gumbrecht’s notion
of materiality, which dynamically keeps confronting – just as philology does, as we
have seen – the ready-at-hand (see Gumbrecht 2004: 71). The heaviness of Being
appearing in Gumbrecht’s reading of Heidegger is just as original and eminent as
the heaviness of the artwork, whose non-thingness – stemming from the rejection
of evident ways in which a thing is conceived – does not mean abstraction (see
Jähnig 1989: 229). This is when substance, taken in a Gumbrechtian way, comes
into presence. After refusing to give itself up to reception aesthetics, the oscillation
between meaning and matter also withdraws itself from descriptivism, since its
capability of revealing experience to others in its own way has to include massive
anti-representative underpinnings. As Heidegger’s temple in The Origins of the
Work of Art just stands there, without representing, it also becomes an event calling
attention to this common ground of experience.
Gumbrecht follows Heidegger’s lead on one note: Heidegger rejected the temple as something which is reduced to the sheer reality of the building (see Jähnig
1989: 230), because it would end up ignoring the world and the earth. Gumbrecht
maintains the difference between them in his interpretation, even if he would probably be more satisfied with Being having an absolute connection to the latter. Yet
he realizes that it would lead to a tool-being (der Stoff-Form-Gefüge) (Heidegger
1977: 13–14), which would fall prey to the third distortion that threatens the idea of
thingness. That is why Gumbrecht’s rhetoric is both extremely pertinent and dangerous at the same time:
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What exactly is the difference between the roles that »earth« and »world« are
supposed to play in the happening of truth? Regarding the aspect of ‘earth’,
the elements that we have accumulated thus far for the understanding of the
concept of ‘Being’, on the one hand, and Heidegger’s evocation of the temple, on the other, converge in the impression that the sheer presence (my italics – S. R.) of the temple triggers the unconcealment of a number of things –
in their thingness – that surround the temple. (Gumbrecht 2004: 73–74)

Personally, I had to wait three years until I finally had the chance to ask what
Professor Gumbrecht meant by “the sheer presence of the temple”. On the one
hand, it evidently opposes perceiving the work of art as a tool, on the other hand it
might just make a decision concerning the being of the temple by referring it to the
ungraspable materiality of the earth. If the original undecidability of the temple
were to be suspended in his reading, Gumbrecht would also put an end to his idea
of oscillation. In his response he dropped the phrase in italics in favor of “standing
out”, and thus preserved the Riss, which is the contour given to the temple, that
presents itself by standing out, and sheds light on beings around it (cf. Heidegger
1977: 51). The statement which goes as “The work lets the earth be an earth.”
(Heidegger 2002: 24) is reinterpreted by Gumbrecht emphasizing the presence of
certain things – in this case, the temple – which turn out to be necessary for other
things to appear in their actual and original materiality (Gumbrecht 2004: 74).
However, Gumbrecht might have achieved the very opposite of what he intended,
since for the temple the event of standing out is realized eminently by interpretation; the work of becoming and originating (Figal 2006: 33) is carried out first and
foremost by the event of understanding which reclaims its initial status.
Taking seriously the Heideggerian statement, “[n]owhere in a work is there any
trace of work-material” (Heidegger 2002: 25), it becomes clear that it is exactly
through the aforementioned event of standing out that true materiality is revealed
(this can be connected to Gadamer’s concept of recognition (see Gadamer 1993:
119)). Recognition can of course be grounded in the earth, however its main feature is not so much inaccessibility, as Gumbrecht suggests (2004: 74), but the antirepresentational potency due to which the work of art does not carry out “picturing” but “bringing forth”. This action cannot happen without the world as context.
This leads us to think that no matter how much stress Gumbrecht puts on materiality in his reading of Heidegger, he still cannot get rid of a factor which creates the
so-called inaccessibility, resisting interpretation in a hermeneutical way. World
appears just as preliminary as earth, and that should not strike us as a surprise,
since the taking-place of truth in the event, which is carried out by the standing-out
of the temple (Heidegger 1977: 42–43), is essentially constituted by the simultaneous initiality of earth and world, and that hermeneutical temporal structure cannot
be denied, not even by Gumbrecht, an avid reader of Heidegger. This is the way –
and that becomes crystal clear to Gumbrecht, even if he would prefer to have materiality as a basis in advance – in which matter comes into being by the double oper-
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ation of the world: erecting and transforming. In this process, interpretation is mediation, remoteness or, in particular, an operation which does not strive for total
presence, but acts as a fail-safe in order to evade the abstraction of materiality (e. g.
transforming color into oscillations; see Heidegger 1977: 33) in conjunction with
the world. Thus Gumbrecht, following Heidegger, grasps materiality in an entirely
different way than for instance Kittler does. For Gumbrecht, the world plays the
highly significant role of guarding matter against metaphysics; his conception of
the world prevents Erlebnis from turning into something purely spiritual in the end.
By latently recognizing world as a basis, bringing forth authentic materiality, he
also emphasizes the very element that he never once mentions in his pertinent and
innovative reading of Heidegger: the actual “origin” of the work of art. Thus the
Heideggerian origin of Gumbrecht’s thoughts (as for aesthetics, ontology etc.) is
situated in the Heideggerian concept of origin without Gumbrecht, it seems, being
aware of it. Gumbrecht does make an effort to distinguish between primordial materiality and cultural objectivity so as to make oscillation operative in such a way
that the latter preforms radiation on the former, through which materiality, as a
basis for each and every piece of art, is revealed. However, for him the world cannot be reduced to a function of a secondary component, because the question of the
origin is focused precisely on how something preliminary must be part of something which is made accessible by it, and at the same time appears to be completely
different (cf. Heidegger 1999: 15–16). Thus Gumbrecht seems to carry out the
inverse of the Heideggerian intention when he situates materiality as a preliminary
element in the dichotomy of world and material, which has to be brought forth by
meaning as something temporally derivative (i. e. materiality has to be based on the
world), because the complex temporal structure of the origin – as it is at the same
time identical and different from what is rooted in it – provides for more than the
oscillation between the earth and the world (see Gumbrecht 2004: 70). And due to
this constellation of world and matter regarding the question of originality (die
Ursprünglichkeit), the world has to be formed as the origin no matter what. That is
why preliminary understanding cannot be excluded, even if the primacy of materiality is powerfully promoted. The immanence of the origin, preserving its field of
focused intensity, is the only way art will not be reduced to illusion or dream once
again. The new chronotope can be similarly identified within its own merit. Gumbrechtian aesthetics has to be in two places at once (both inside and outside at the
same time) to become capable of giving up temporality as a ground (thus excluding
the anxieties of the future for instance), and focus on bodily experience in space
constituted by effects of presence. This simultaneity of locations is provided by the
paradoxical distinctiveness of the hermeneutical origin. Therefore The Origin of
the Work of Art can be conceived as a paradeigma (paradigm) for the new situating
of experience in the theory of Gumbrecht: it is a model which carries out the production of presence, in other words something is shown through something else,
which makes it a part of presence (Figal 2006: 36–37).
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Gumbrecht correctly points out that since 1800, the humanities have not been
capable of finding an adequate form of capturing aesthetic experience; they cannot
go beyond the opposition between the rigid concepts in language and the phenomena which would have to be grasped by them. What makes matters worse is that
these phenomena have recently become even more dynamic (see Gumbrecht 1998:
352). His idea of the new immediacy of aesthetic experience and the primacy of
spatiality surely contribute to avoid facing a fundamental question: the problem of
the translatability of experience. His egalitarian tendencies span various epochs and
schools of thought, since Gumbrechtian theory tends to choose elements that can
be utilized while trying to get hold of a dynamically changing aesthetic experience
in an era which in fact can neither get rid of its past, nor go beyond the limits of its
present towards the future. However this Gumbrechtian eclecticism might just be
the culmination of the historicist chronotope (see Gadamer’s remark on historicism: “all epochs and all historical phenomena are equally justified before God”;
Gadamer 2006: 207), which may finally provide a solution to problems of the aesthetic (e. g. mediation, temporality, language) by drawing the conclusion from all
the approaches that have piled up. Gumbrechtian theory is to its object as the world
is to the earth. It is always already interpreted in order to capture something that
meaning cannot convey. It has to consider the whole dimension of temporality to
be able to focus on the bodily affects of presence in aesthetics, it has to emerge
from the historicist chronotope in order to reveal how it has turned into a broadening present; it has to be hermeneutics in advance to oppose it, mutely and constantly rehabilitating its own origins through reading on and on, again and again.
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“Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought”1
Action and Thought in Hamlet and Macbeth
SZIGETI, BALÁZS
The tragic careers of both Hamlet and Macbeth involve murder, moreover, regicide; yet their respective attitudes towards the deed are, at least in the first approximation, fundamentally different: Macbeth kills Duncan in his bedchamber already
in Act II, while Hamlet delays revenge on Claudius until the very last scene of the
whole play. Both plays, indeed, provide a detailed insight into the process of how
the thought of murder is formed into action. In what follows, the attitude of the
protagonists towards their respective deeds will be observed, primarily the various
stages of their own reflections on these deeds. In the course of my investigation, I
will rely on the method which can be called “pre-performance criticism”, which
first and foremost makes use of the several potentials a play contains and exhibits
before an actual performance; it offers, also in the light of secondary literature,
various ways of interpretation resulting from the close-reading of the play, and
considers their possible realizations in the space of the stage both from the director’s and the actor’s points of view, including the consequences the respective lines
of interpretation may have as regards the play as a whole. Instead of providing
further theoretical details, I hope my method of reading will become clearer
through my actual interpretative practice below.
I find the key to Hamlet’s attitude towards contemplation and action in the enigmatic “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy. Of course, this monologue has been
widely discussed among scholars and several classic interpretations have been put
forward. My argument takes its cue from Alex Newell’s reading, where he emphasizes that the text should be interpreted in its immediate context in the play, thus
the soliloquy is primarily about the question of whether Hamlet should proceed
with the staging of the Mousetrap (cf. Jenkins 1982: 485).
It is indeed important to observe where exactly the soliloquy takes place in the
tragedy. The last time the Prince appeared in front of the audience was in Act II
Scene 2, delivering the Hecuba speech. His last words before the famous starting
line of “To Be Or Not To Be” were: “The play’s the thing // Wherein I’ll catch the
conscience of the King” (II;2; 581–582). The exact time elapsed between the two
scenes is not given but Hamlet asked the players to perform The Murder of Gonzago “tomorrow night” (II;2; 517); therefore, the gap between the two soliloquies
must be less than a day. The fact that Hamlet asked the players to insert some of his
own lines into the performance and that he promised to visit them that very night
1

I quote the texts of Hamlet and Macbeth according to the Norton Shakespeare edition, Shakespeare
edition (Greenblatt 2008). The locus of the quotation in the title is: Hamlet (III;1;87).
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(“I’ll leave you till night” (II;2; 523)) shows that the idea of the theatrical performance is fresh on his mind and preoccupies him to such an extent that the soliloquy
delivered in the meantime can hardly be independent of this topic.
The exact reference of the so-often quoted first line of the soliloquy has always
puzzled readers of Hamlet. In my interpretation, this initial question is a translation
of another problem, which is not uttered explicitly but which most probably occupied Hamlet’s mind even before he started to speak aloud. The question may also
be read as asking how to make a choice between two conflicting attitudes, namely
passive suffering under the circumstances he created around himself, and active
participation. This underlying inquiry is translated into a more universal question
about existence because that silent endurance seems to bring about survival,
whereas active participation might result in death (as it eventually does at the end
of the play). Yet, as it was argued above, active participation here may not mean
whether to kill Claudius or not but whether to put The Murder of Gonzago on the
stage or not, or, more precisely, what purpose the performance should serve: if
Hamlet directs the play, will the production provoke Claudius, and thus open the
can of worms? What is striking in observing the “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy is
that, in line with its several possible interpretations of great diversity, it does not
include any specific reference to the Hamlet’s actual situation, or to the dramatic
context: he does not mention the plan of staging The Mousetrap, as he does not
specifically refer to the possible assassination of Claudius, or his own suicide, either. This feature of the text makes it possible for productions to treat the exact
locus of the speech liberally and move it from Act III Scene 1 and place it somewhere else, where it can still communicate its universal philosophy.
However, it is remarkable that in terms of generality, the soliloquy may be read
as having a proxy in the tragedy, namely Hamlet’s instructions to the actors in the
following scene, which also lacks any kind of a specific lead for the actors as to
how to approach the characters they will impersonate in The Mousetrap. The question is why we have such a careful avoidance of focus and specific references on
Hamlet’s part in the respective texts, which, under my reading, both seem to be
connected to the play-within-the-play.
The plot of The Mousetrap (for a detailed analysis see Dover Wilson 2003:
137–198) can be interpreted in two fundamental ways: either as a depiction of the
past, representing the death of Old Hamlet, or as a prediction for the future where
the murderer Lucianus is the stage-equivalent of Hamlet himself (cf. Hamlet introducing the stage murderer as “This is one Lucianus, nephew to the King” (emphasis is mine – B.Sz.) (III;2; 223)) and the performance shows how Hamlet is going
to take revenge on Claudius. In both ways, the purport of The Mousetrap is directed against Claudius: he is expected to react to the show and/or receive Hamlet’s
message. This goal also stands in accordance with the final decision formulated at
the end of the Hecuba soliloquy, i.e. to “catch the conscience of the King” (II;2;
581–582).
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However, if we investigate Act II Scene 2 for the purposes of the play-withinthe-play, a disturbing factor emerges: by the time Hamlet starts thinking in the
second half of the Hecuba-soliloquy about a possible way of getting closer to the
fulfillment of his revenge and finally arrives at the idea of the theatre as a “solution”, he has already asked the players to perform The Murder of Gonzago and told
them that he is going to insert some lines into the play (“You could for a need
study a speech of some dozen or sixteen lines which I would set down and insert
in’t, could ye not?” (II;2;517–518)). Both a theoretical investigation and a theatrical production have to account for this discrepancy: why Hamlet asks for a play
about murder and what he wants to insert into it, if the idea of testing Claudius in
such a way has not yet occurred to him.
Hamlet gives the assignment of putting the play on stage to the actors on stage
after he was stunned by the breathtaking performance of the First Player. The Hecuba soliloquy, which is engendered by this experience and takes place right after
the actors leave the stage, starts with a comparison between the Prince himself and
the player, including comments on the actor’s brilliance:
Is it not monstrous that this player here,
But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,
Could force his soul so to his whole conceit
That from her working all his visage waned,
Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect,
A broken voice, and his whole function suiting
With forms to his conceit? And all for nothing.
For Hecuba!
What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba,
That he should weep for her? What would he do
Had he the motive and the cue for passion
That I have? (II;2; 528–539)

The fundamental conclusion initially is that the First Player is capable of creating passion – perhaps even of performing action – that Hamlet only desires to have.
James Calderwood concludes similarly discussing the soliloquy when he states that
here Hamlet complains about being overloaded with passionate potentials “to
which he is denied expressive access” (cf. Calderwood 1983: 32). In Calderwood’s
meta-theatrical reading of the play, Hamlet here is in the role of an actor who is not
allowed to proceed with his plans for revenge: he is constrained by the plot of the
tragedy he participates in; yet, outside the framework of theatrical self-reflection, it
seems more convincing that it is Hamlet’s own personality and doubts which do
not let him express his inner state openly and take action against his uncle. However, through Hamlet’s comparison between himself and the Player, they become the
proxies of each other and the Prince of Denmark can suddenly see an immense
potential in the world of the theatre, i.e. he can make something happen on the
stage which he cannot yet bring about in reality, at least not for a while. He realizes
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that what he is unable to carry out, the First Actor can in fact do instead of him on a
stage of the stage, in the framework of fiction: he can turn meaning into presence,
into performance.
Importantly enough, Hamlet did not see the murder of his father, he was only
informed about it from a source the authenticity of which is never completely verified, and it seems that at first the production of The Mousetrap is primarily for
Hamlet’s own sake: this way he can see what he has only heard, he can reconstruct
the crime like a good detective and, most significantly, he can carry out the revenge
plot in a test-tube, observing it from a safe position before he actually goes on to
implement it in reality. Significantly, to the Players he does not mention at all that
the play is going to be performed in front of the King. Following the interpretation
above, when asking for a performance, Hamlet especially wants this for himself
and not for the public (the Royal Court), let alone for the King, as he is not prepared for that move at this stage of the events: he only needs a private theatre to
observe his situation from the outside, through the living fiction of theatrics. Yet,
throughout the Hecuba soliloquy, the audience can witness how another idea is
being formed in Hamlet’s mind. Through reflecting on the brilliance of the First
Player, the Prince has to face his own inability to act and arrives at the conclusion
that this kind of a passive attitude is to be condemned: he is even disgusted by himself: “Fie upon’t, foh!” (II;2; 565). This conclusion pushes him forward to reach
over the limits of his own recent decision, and abandon the idea of his private theatre and engage himself in a more active plan. Yet, Hamlet seeks for such a solution
within the framework of his already formulated plan, i.e. in the world of the theatre
but this time – as opposed to his original plan – he realizes that he needs to stretch
out the focus of his theatre and gear it – direct it, in both senses of the word – more
towards Claudius than himself:
I’ll have these players
Play something like the murder of my father
Before mine uncle. I’ll observe his looks,
I’ll tent him to the quick. If a do blench,
I know my course. (II;2; 571–575)

From this moment on, there is a different plan in his head. Hamlet first ordered
a play called The Murder of Gonzago from the actors primarily for himself. However, when the scope of the performance changes and it will be primarily directed
against the King, it ceases to be its original version and turns out to be another
play, its new aim now metaphorically reflected in its name: The Mousetrap.
Thus the “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy is in a way a direct continuation of
the end of the Hecuba speech, discussing the question raised in the latter one on a
much more general level. It accounts with the possibilities of his new decision, i.e.
to be more active and to go public with the play of the actors. However, it is of
utmost significance from the point of view of the interpretation of the “To Be Or
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Not To Be” soliloquy that for Hamlet the performance of The Mousetrap also preserves its original aim besides being a trap for Claudius, namely to create a reconstruction and also a fictionalized representation of the vengeance for the Prince. It
seems surprising indeed that the soliloquy does not mention the preparations for the
performance by name, whereas the Hecuba soliloquy was loaded with exact details.
However, The Mousetrap performance, in a certain way, represents the most fundamental event of the whole play called Hamlet, namely the execution of murder:
both in the past (murdering Old Hamlet and thus generating the whole plot) and in
the expected future (taking revenge on Claudius and thus concluding the whole
plot). If the play-within-the-play represents the whole play it is hosted in, then it
seems understandable that Hamlet’s attitude towards The Mousetrap is similar to
his attitude towards the whole play called Hamlet.
Hamlet’s relationship to his own story and destination is thus enlightened by his
two speeches relating to The Mousetrap (III;1; 58–90 and III;2; 1–40) and the fact
that both the “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy and his directions to the actors include almost exclusively general points. This indicates that Hamlet tries to approach the questions of his own plight universally and from the outside. The key to
this interpretation is already there in the second line of his soliloquy: “Whether ‘tis
nobler in the mind to suffer (// The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune)” (emphasis is mine – B.Sz.) (III;1; 59–60): whereas the line would be perfectly understandable without the insertion of mind (cf. Whether ‘tis nobler to suffer the
slings… etc.), still it significantly indicates that the Prince is desperate to deal with
the questions theoretically, i.e. he wants to solve what can be solved in his mind.
He also wants to play out the whole “game” in his mind and to kill Claudius there
and not in physical reality, which explains why he first asked the players to perform a play about murder. Observing Hamlet’s attitude towards his own story, it
turns out that he wished to take the position of an outside spectator, not mingling
with the events directly; yet, unfortunately for him, this position is already occupied by his father’s Ghost, who came literally from outside the boundaries of the
play, as he returned from the realm of death into the circle of the living. Significantly, however, he does not move into the centre of events but establishes a connection only with his son and sends him into the centre of dramatic action, while
Hamlet apparently would also prefer the position of the outsider, joining or replacing Old Hamlet.
Some theatrical productions involve Hamlet in the cast of The Mousetrap, for
example in the role of Lucianus, the murderer, “nephew to the King”, and by doing
so they make the connection between the fictionalized murderer and Hamlet even
more obvious. Although this might very well clarify Hamlet’s intentions with the
theatrical performance with respect to Claudius, such a solution goes against Hamlet’s character, as I interpret it. Just as he does not want to participate actively in his
own story and longs for an outsider position, his attitude towards the play-withinthe-play representing the whole plot of Hamlet is thus very similar. Therefore, it
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becomes very important that Hamlet should not play a part in The Mousetrap: not
only because he might not be on a professional par with the Players but especially
because he wants to relate to the story externally and observe it from the outside,
or, as it has been mentioned, to solve the problem in the mind. Or, in this case, he
wants to project the story onto the stage-within-the-stage and thus keep it within
the framework of fictionalized reality. This view approximates to that possible
aspect of Hamlet’s theatre which might be called a certain kind of “fictionalized
reality”, a phenomenon balancing on the borderline of these two realms. When the
action (and in our case, more specifically, murder) is carried out on stage, it happens in its “own reality”: we see the murderer during the action, and the victim,
too, as he is either struggling before death, or just peacefully drops dead. Its solely
fictional existence might be indicated by the actor playing the deceased King finally standing up to take a bow, receive the applause, and so on. In this world, where
fiction and reality are neatly separated, neither Hamlet nor anybody else would be
tormented by a guilty conscience, since no one’s hand is dipped in blood by directing a play and thereby making a character “die”.
Hamlet wishes to occupy an external position with respect to his own story,
although this is impossible for him. He is glad to observe and analyze the situations
from the outside, he is afraid, or even disgusted, to sink deep into the whirlpool of
actions personally. It is also the very consequence of Hamlet’s disgust with personal involvement that the Prince does not say anything specific to the actors in his
instructions at the beginning of Act III Scene 2. If The Mousetrap indeed represents
the whole play in which Hamlet is expected to take action, the play-within-the-play
has utmost significance for the Prince and condenses all his doubts and fears concerning it, making the production a very uncomfortable affair. This interpretation
can be underscored in the performance of Hamlet if the actor in the main part is
visibly agitated while he is instructing the actors and he fearfully and deliberately
avoids any specific references to the actual plot of The Mousetrap, and consequently gives universal instructions, which are very obvious to the players, as is also
tenderly suggested by their polite replies, while his mind is apparently somewhere
else. It seems as if Hamlet were afraid of opening up the shield of generality to
touch upon particulars. However, the points of connection between his own story
and the play-within-the-play may be emphatic exactly by his careful and obvious
avoidance of them. Thus, the universality dominating the tone of Hamlet’s instructions to the actors, as well as that of the famous “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy, is
the manifestation of the Prince’s fear of involvement and of losing his external
position with respect to the plot he is supposed to act in.
Hamlet’s quasi-outsider position with respect to his own play may be given a
theatrical representation by placing him outside of the stage while delivering the
“To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy, occupying a position closer to the members of
the audience than to the other characters of the play. Consequently, while discussing contemplation and action, he is physically looking at the bare stage, just as he

“Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought” – Action and Thought…

205

can look at The Mousetrap representing the whole play one scene later. Hamlet’s
desire to occupy an external position similar to Old Hamlet’s can be further emphasized by situating the delivery of the soliloquy in the same place where the
ghost of the father had appeared previously in Act I. The stage, the expected area
of action is now empty; action is there via its absence as if the whole tragedy has
stopped for a few minutes to give the Prince the opportunity to reflect on his position on the general level. The relationship between contemplation and action is
further reflected in the relationship between the audience and the stage in the theatre, the former only observing, experiencing, evaluating but not directly participating in the actions provided by the latter, and Hamlet is thus visually roaming on the
margin of the two: escaping from the stage for a shorter while and sitting in a seat
which is not designed for him and can only host the Prince for a few minutes.
However, by the end of the soliloquy, this frozen interlude is over and the stage is
set into motion again by Ophelia stepping onto it. Should Hamlet physically move
back to the stage from the vicinity of the audience, Ophelia’s and the whole plot’s
magnetic effect on him would be clearly manifested. When the Ghost gave the
information – which only the transcendental being returning from the grave can
possess – to the Prince, he also endowed his son with a certain amount of his external position, enabling Hamlet to observe the events form the outside, which can be
underscored if Hamlet meets his father somewhere outside the stage and occupies
the place of the Ghost appearance for a while during his soliloquy as mentioned
above. Thus by encountering Old Hamlet, he crosses the boundaries of the magic
circle representing the stage of the tragedy of which he is protagonist but it is only
possible for him temporarily just as the actor in the leading role cannot perform the
whole play from the seats of the audience.
Macbeth’s way into his own tragedy is the reverse. The protagonist of the
“Scottish play” does not start from inside his own magic circle but steps into it
when he encounters the Weird Sisters. Thus the different effect of the respective
transcendental creatures upon the protagonists of their tragedies is apparent: the
Ghost draws Hamlet out of this circle, while the witches pull Macbeth into it. It is
important, though, that whereas Hamlet is sometimes given the possibility to step
out from the stage as discussed above, once Macbeth is in his ring it will never be
possible for him to leave it again. In his tragedy the most important murder (that of
Duncan) takes place very early and the consequences of his deed, the world he has
created around himself, just as the (real and metaphorical) blood on his hand will
not let him go, ever again.
The deed Macbeth is to carry out is murder just as in the case of Hamlet and the
two protagonists resemble each other in that they both dissect the question of action
versus contemplation in soliloquies. As it has been discussed so far, Hamlet does so
especially in the “To Be Or Not To Be” soliloquy, while, in my reading, Macbeth’s
corresponding attitude is revealed in the “Two Truths Are Told” soliloquy (I;3;
126–141), right after the prophecies are revealed to him. One of the major character-
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istics of Hamlet’s speech that have been pointed out is its universal nature, which
lacks any specific reference to the exact dramaturgical context of the lines. Macbeth,
on the contrary, not only mentions the immediate premise of his train of thought
(“This supernatural soliciting // Cannot be ill, cannot be good” (I;3; 129–130)) but
urgently focuses on the action calling it by its name: murder (“My thought, whose
murder yet is but fantastical” (138)). This difference in the attitude of the two protagonists determines the whole dramaturgy of their respective plays. Hamlet lacks
the focus characteristic of Macbeth throughout the play as he approaches his own
plight on the path of theory, observing the questions from as many aspects as possible. When it comes to taking action, he significantly murders the wrong person first
in the character of Polonius, and it will only be after a longish series of other deaths
(including also his own reception of a fatal wound) that he is finally able to murder
the primary target, Claudius. This lack of focus will make it possible that although
Hamlet prominently dominates the lines of the play, the spotlight of the tragedy also
irradiates other characters and explores their detailed nature and complexity.
Whereas Hamlet is a student coming back from Wittenberg, where his studies most
probably concentrated around theory, rather than practice, Macbeth is a soldier, a
man of action, who immediately determines his target, strides towards it and murders Duncan in the second act. After the deed is carried out, he concentrates on the
next victim and eliminates Banquo as well, after which Macduff will move into his
sights. Yet, importantly, Macbeth does not concentrate on any other action until he
has carried out the previous one. This is strikingly apparent in his attitude towards
Banquo: although Macbeth is well aware of the danger his fellow warrior means to
him, he does not even mention it until the beginning of the third act, when Duncan
is already in his grave. This tight focus of Macbeth is the reason why the plot of his
tragedy is limited to the one overwhelming plotline of Lord and Lady Macbeth, and
the other characters in general get far less emphasis than the ones in Hamlet, which
is further emphasized by the length of the respective tragedies: the Prince of Denmark with his loose scope of action and his close and detailed examination of the
other characters in the play wonders around in a play twice as long as the one which
the Scottish soldier marches through.
Hamlet needs the representation of the murder in his theatrical performance,
whereas Macbeth does not think of the theoretical representation of the deed but
concentrates on its actual realization. With The Murder of Gonzago Hamlet creates
his fictionalized reality on the stage, while Macbeth significantly crafts his realized
fiction with the murder of Duncan. It is significantly both realized and fiction. Realised because killing the king does not bear the benefits of fiction since the victim
will never wake up unharmed as the Player King does and the blood tainting the
murderer’s hands will be real. Another factor that distinguishes the theatrical performance in this case from the actual deed is that the production can be repeated
and although – complying with the essential nature of theatre – there will never be
two completely identical performances, The Murder of Gonzago can potentially be
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repeated several times on the stages of Elsinore. In contrast, the deed of Macbeth
cannot be carried out again as, in the world of the play called Macbeth, it is an
action in reality as well and thus by definition, irreversible. This irreversibility
stands in agreement with Macbeth’s nature as it is further demonstrated by the
soliloquies under discussion: Hamlet is thinking in terms of to be or not to be, focusing on diverse alternatives, while Macbeth concentrates on one single way: the
soliciting, which is neither ill nor good, although he is also very much aware that
carrying out the deed in reality will not offer the potentially desirable way to turn
back. Thus, Macbeth’s deed is emphatically real and it is fiction, which gets realized in the murder, since he makes the prophecies of the witches come true; the
truth value which he cannot take for granted until the very moment the crown is
placed upon his head. The contrast between fictionalized reality (through the theatre) and realized fiction (through the murder) is significant: Hamlet wished to transfer flesh and blood into shadows (note also the secondary meaning of the word in
Shakespeare’s time, i.e. ‘actor’ (Muir 1962: 154)), murder into performance, reality
into imagination. In contrast, Macbeth prefers the other path: he wishes to give a
palpable form to each phenomenon and, consequently, turns the prophecies into the
blood-covered flesh of Duncan and imagination into reality.
As opposed to The Mousetrap, which was called a field where theory can mingle with action, killing Duncan is unquestionably an action proper. What is really
crucial from our point of investigation, concerning the relationship between action
and thought in the respective tragedies of Hamlet and Macbeth, is the way the latter
describes the ominous nature of the deed he is about to commit:
If good, why do I yield to the suggestion
Whose horrid image doth unfix my hair
And make my seated heart knock at my ribs,
Against the use of nature? Present fears
Are less than horrible imaginings.
My thought, whose murder yet is but fantastical,
Shakes so my single state of man that function
Is smothered in surmise, and nothing is
But what is not. (I;3; 133–141)

The passage above clearly juxtaposes Macbeth’s attitude towards contemplation
and taking action.2 With respect to Hamlet, it has been pointed out that the Prince
feels much more at home in the world of thinking and solving problems in the mind
as opposed to taking direct action. Macbeth represents the inverse of Hamlet’s
nature: for him action is something with which he would like to replace and erase
2
According to Mehl, these lines of Macbeth bring in “a completely new tone in Shakespearean tragedy. Macbeth’s description reminds us of the Ghost’s account in Hamlet, hinting at the horrors and
torments of Hell […]. Here it is, however, the sudden and frightening discovery of one’s own hellish
thoughts that is the most disturbing experience” (Mehl 1986: 111–112).
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contemplation. The quoted lines very powerfully suggest that Macbeth cannot bear
the meditation over the idea of murder and wants to get rid of it by realizing the
idea in actuality. Significantly, Macbeth refers to the thought of murder implemented in his mind by the Weird Sisters as the “horrid image” (134), which induces physiological responses in the body, and three lines later it is emphatically repeated as “horrible imaginings” (137), both emphasizing the unbearable nature of
the thought. This is further underscored later by contrasting function (‘capacity to
act’) and surmise (‘speculation’), and importantly enough, Macbeth here uses a
metaphor to shed light on the nature of the two attitudes, which is derived from the
scope of the horrid image itself (i.e. murder, as in his imagery thinking smothers
action), suggesting that the image in question has already prevailed in his mind.
It is remarkable how accurate a diagnosis is provided by the soliloquy in terms
of Macbeth’s attitude. For him, thought is instantaneously translated into action as
it is depicted by the metaphors of the first half of the soliloquy. The “horrid image”
in the mind has its immediate physical symptom in “mak[ing his] seated heart
knock at [his] ribs” (135), thus just as the incorporeal idea is realized in the physiologically quickened heartbeat, the mental representation of the murder will also
gain its actual manifestation very soon. The thought of the deed is coming out of
Macbeth’s head to find its way into reality because that is the field where the protagonist can handle his burden. The deed in Hamlet, in turn, moves inside the protagonist’s head, since it is exactly the inside where Hamlet can handle the problem,
dissecting it philosophically as well as he can. Interestingly, while Hamlet started
his soliloquy by contrasting two poles to each other: “to be” and “not to be”, or in
our interpretation: contemplation and action, and arrived at the conclusion of not
separating but combining them in The Mousetrap, Macbeth took the opposite route:
he started out from one single field, the thought of action, which is neither ill, nor
good, and ended his soliloquy by breaking it down into two poles and wishing to
eliminate one (thought) with the help of the other (action).
Hamlet’s idea of the theatrical production was generated by the breathtaking
performance of the First Player, one member of the group of actors arriving in Elsinore. Macbeth’s inspiration of the regicide is primarily prompted by the prophecies of the Weird Sisters, who are also members of a certain group and – just like
the Players in Hamlet –are identified in the Dramatis Personae with the use of ordinal numbers (First Witch, Second Witch; cf. First player, Second Player, etc.).
However, there is another group of people in Macbeth who are similarly not identified via their proper names but through their profession like the actors in Hamlet,
and they are the murderers Macbeth hires to kill Banquo. It is remarkable that both
Hamlet and Macbeth want a very important deed to be carried out by professionals.
In the Scottish Play, the assassination of Banquo is the next step after killing Duncan. The fact that a former friend and companion is to be assassinated and that the
victim returns in the shape of a ghost haunting the person who masterminded his
death, suggests that the significance of his murder is very close to that of Duncan.
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Thus it is not only the regicide which can be connected to Hamlet’s performance of
The Mousetrap but also the act of having Banquo killed by secondary agents, i.e.
by murderers. Similarly to the murder of Duncan, the attempt on Banquo’s life is
also preceded by the tormenting thought of the deed, never letting Macbeth rest as
long as Banquo is alive, which was importantly not apparent to him until Duncan
was killed and, consequently, while another thought occupied his mind. The disturbing presence of the thought of murder connecting to Banquo is very effectively
expressed by Macbeth in Act III Scene 2: “O, full of scorpions is my mind, dear
wife!” (37 – emphasis added). Therefore, to get rid of tormenting thoughts, he hires
two murderers to put an end to Banquo’s life3. At this point, Macbeth’s position
with respect to his own tragedy will be similar to Hamlet’s: he wishes to remain in
an outsider position to the second murder, being already aware of the consequences
of the regicide he has already committed. He wants to step out from the magic circle and pull the strings from the outside; yet, as the appearance of Banquo’s Ghost
will indicate, this is no longer possible. Correspondingly to The Murder of Gonzago, which was transformed into a ‘mousetrap’ not only for Claudius but also for
Hamlet, magnetizing him into the centre of events, the murder of Duncan (and later
each and every murder) is the mousetrap for Macbeth, never letting him out of the
magic circle of blood.
In a theatrical production this hankering of Macbeth’s to step out from the circle
and to watch the events from the outside, being as far from Banquo as possible, can
be realized during the Banquet scene (Act III Scene 4) by situating the seats of the
guests at the front edge of the stage, almost as a direct continuation of the audience.
Macbeth’s seat is in the middle (cf. “Here I’ll sit, I’th’midst” (9)) but occupied by
the recently entering Ghost of Banquo, thus not letting Macbeth to step out from
his stage and look at it from the outside. When Macbeth starts communicating with
the apparition, the Lady and the guests rise, disrupting the pre-arranged process of
the feast, thus it is no longer possible for Macbeth to take a seat among them, although he is desperately trying to persuade them to proceed as if nothing had happened. But the guests are already standing and staring at the King, constituting a
circle around him, which might coincide with the imaginary line the Weird Sisters
drew at the beginning of the play. Macbeth is left alone in the circle and the only
one to enter it is the Lady, trying to calm down her husband but in this way also
sharing the fate of Macbeth which results from the deed they committed together.
Banquo’s Ghost appears for the second time; if he does not return to the seat again
(which is no longer in focus since no one is sitting any more) but enters the circle
of the guests to get close to Macbeth, then the protagonist’s agony is visually represented: he is standing in the area which he can never leave just as he cannot relate
to his tragedy from the outside and he cannot get rid of the consequences of his
3

Macbeth summons two murderers but the murder itself is carried out by three murderers (for the
question of the status of the Third Murderer see Irving 2008: 147; Goddard 2008: 280).
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deed as he must share this circle in question with the gory figure of Banquo. This
further recalls the beginning of the play, when in Act I Scene 3 Macbeth and Banquo arrived together in the magic circle of the witches and some gestures or the
relative position of the two actors to each other might make the connection between the two scenes obvious. In the first circle visually represented by the Weird
Sisters, Macbeth was assigned the role of the active agent, since his own kingdom
was mentioned in the prophecy, which he interpreted as requiring action on his
part, while Banquo was given the position of the passive patient as it would be not
his own but his offspring’s duty and chance to gain the throne. This agent-patient
relationship is mirrored now, in the two men’s reunion in the circle of the guests,
encompassing the active murderer and the passive victim.
So far we have identified three groups of nameless characters in the two tragedies who have important roles with respect to the two acts under discussion, the
performance of The Murder of Gonzago, and the murder of Duncan (and Banquo).
It is noteworthy that the Players in Denmark had two roles, though these were obviously interrelated: they planted the idea of the theatre in Hamlet’s mind and they
also realized the actual production of The Mousetrap. In Macbeth, this double-role
is shared by two groups: the idea of murder is generated by the Weird Sisters and
although the murder of Duncan is carried out by Macbeth, Banquo is killed by the
murderers. A theatrical production might choose to put emphasis on the connection
of the Sisters and the murderers by having the same actors/actresses play the three
witches and the three assassins, yet not recognizably to Macbeth. Such a solution
obviously enhances the role of the Weird Sisters as a constantly returning nightmare of the protagonist or maybe a powerful determining force. Their identification
with the murderers has a further significance in the banquet scene. If in the figures
of the murderers the three witches enter the stage (although only one murderer is
mentioned here explicitly by the text), then the above discussed connection between Act I Scene 3 and Act III Scene 4 is even more clearly underscored: the
witch-murderers are also there among the guests, constituting the edge of their
magic circle just as they did two acts earlier, surrounding Macbeth and Banquo.
Thus, by projecting Hamlet and Macbeth onto each other, certain corresponding
patterns seem to emerge: the dual role of the Players may establish a further connection between the Weird Sisters and the Murderers.
To summarize the respective attitudes of the protagonists towards action and
contemplation, Hamlet wants to transfer action (and thus the whole play) into his
mind to solve the problems there, whereas Macbeth desperately tries to get rid of
the thought of action and realize it in the actual deed. This contrast is also represented in their position relative to their own tragedies: Hamlet, after encountering
the Ghost, gains a certain outsider position but cannot stay there, since that is a seat
occupied – so he believes – by Old Hamlet, and he has to return to the stage that
requires action. Contrastingly, Macbeth upon encountering the transcendental creatures of his play, steps into the magic circle and regards the whole play from the
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internal point of view, being an excellent example of the active dramatic hero.
Even though he, at one point, wishes to leave this circle, it will not be possible for
him because the seat is occupied by the Ghost of Banquo. Although Hamlet cannot
escape from his drama, he preserves this quasi-outsider position with which he
reflects on the events and observes the other characters of the play. This results in
his desire upon his death to make Horatio tell his story to the world (“Report me
and my cause aright // To the unsatisfied” (V;2; 281–282)) as opposed to Macbeth,
who judges his story to be “a tale // Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, // Signifying nothing” (V;5; 25–27). I consider Macbeth’s fulmination here as a symptom of the ‘mechanism’ of tragedy described by Nietzsche. The German thinker
defined tragedy (especially Greek tragedy) as the combination of Apollonian illusion and a kind of Dionysian rampage, in which this illusion makes the storming
depiction of the passions and torments of the human being distanced and thus endurable for the audience (cf. Nietzsche 2000: 127–130). Hence, what is “sound and
fury” for Macbeth from the inside, does make sense for Hamlet, who is given the
possibility to observe his tragedy from an Apollonian distance.
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“– and it remained intuition throughout.”
(H. U. G.)

The ideas contained in this essay came into being as a kind of philological undertaking while reading the works of Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht. I was writing in the margins
of his pages so as to fill up each page of his book entirely. I shaped my ideas into an
essay only at a later point. “[T]he material form of the commentary depends on and
has to adapt to the material form of the commented-on text. […] – Gumbrecht himself writes – [W]e can then say that the place of the commentary is on the margin of
the text on which it comments. […] This implies, I insist, that the form and the discursive order of the commented-on text shape the material form and the discursive
order of the commentary.” (Gumbrecht 2003: 44) Thus, even though my once marginal notes lost their material form – but not their marginality –, their discursive
order still bears some resemblance to commentaries. Consequently, this essay aims
at highlighting only certain passages of the texts of Gumbrecht, circling round them
as round spaces, and, in this way, increasing their complexity.
1. Tactility
The work entitled Production of Presence summarizes and elaborates the emphatically non-hermeneutic theory of the event indicated in the title in detail, and it also
makes an attempt to describe aesthetic experience as oscillation, a tension between
presence effects and meaning effects.
It is decisive of Gumbrecht’s notion and his whole concept of presence that he
primarily describes presence as what “does not refer (at least does not mainly refer)
to a temporal but to a spatial relationship to the world and its object” (Gumbrecht
2004a: xiii). The sentence after the definition is of particular importance: “Something that is ‘present’ is supposed to be tangible for human hands, which implies
that, conversely, it can have an immediate impact on human bodies [my italics].”
The book makes it clear that by emphasizing the spatiality of presence it is not the
elimination of time which is at stake, but rather the success of a gesture that is one
of the most significant in Gumbrecht’s oeuvre.
Turning from the aspect of time to the dimension of space1 – a turn that is not
exclusive, but gradual – rehabilitates the historically forgotten or excluded body in
its material, physiological reality: bodies get hold of significance not just as an

1
“Space, that is, that dimension that constitutes itself around bodies, must be the primordial dimension in which the relationship between humans and the thing of the world are being negotiated.”
(Gumbrecht 2004a: 83)
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object taking up space – in contrast to the bodiless subject of meaning effects – but
primarily as perceiving, sensual bodies.
What remains implicit in Gumbrecht’s argumentation is the considerable
change in the hierarchy of the organs of sense-perception. However, this change is
not negligible, considering the oscillation of meaning effects and presence effects.
Hermeneutics, and especially Wahrheit und Methode, cannot avoid demonstrating its approaches with metaphors borrowed from the fundamental aspects of sensation. Since, according to Gadamer’s concept, Being that can be understood is
language, “there is nothing that is not available to hearing through the medium of
language” (Gadamer 2004a: 458). Thus, he works with the dialogicity of interpretation and uses metaphors involving the exaggerated sense of hearing. In essence,
Gadamer borrows the structure of human being from the later works of Martin
Heidegger,2 where being is addressed by Being, and it listens to Being in a sort of
belonging [Zubehörigkeit] relationship.
In spite of the similarities, there are, however, certain differences between
Heidegger’s and Gadamer’s respective standpoints, which the latter’s text seems to
conceal. In Heidegger, the gesture of ‘letting-Being-come-to-language’ (i.e. when
Being gets articulated and laid out in language) still implies some sort of an approval on the author’s part. As the Letter on Humanism argues, “under the dominance of the modern metaphysics of subjectivity” – in contrast to essential
(Heidegger 1998: 256)/attentive (Heidegger 1998: 255) thinking – Being “falls out
of its element” and “denies us its essence: that it is the house of the truth of Being.
Instead, language surrenders itself to our mere willing and trafficking as an instrument of domination over beings.” (Heidegger 1998: 243) Accordingly, there could
be human thinking of a kind which is deaf to letting-Being-come-to-language. In
the third part of Wahrheit und Methode, Gadamer lays particular emphasis on the
thought that being addressed by Being (belonging [Zubehörigkeit]) is not optional,
it is not voluntary. “It is not just that he who hears is also addressed, but also that
he who is addressed must hear whether he wants to or not.” (Gadamer 2004a: 458)
„[...] wer angeredet wird, hören muss, ob er will oder nicht” (Gadamer 2010: 466)
– so, hören muss: ‘must listen to’, not schweigen muss: ’must become silent’. In
addition to this way being compelled, Wahrheit und Methode sets the sense of
hearing against sight.3 “When you look at something, you can also look away from
2

Certainly, in pursuit of Gadamer’s concept this means being addressed by language, since here
language is no longer the house of Being, in whose “home” human beings “dwell”, but rather that part
of Being itself that can be understood.
3
Although this chain of thought is not quite coherent. At a further point, while discussing the “lighting” of the word based on light-metaphysics, Gadamer privileges exactly this sense of seeing, and he
helpfully separates it from its new-Platonist sensory-spiritual references. However, following the
Creation-interpretation of Augustine, Gadamer later means ‘mental light’ by “lighting”: this makes it
possible for us to differentiate between shaped things in the world. He further claims: “The light that
causes everything to emerge in such a way that it is evident and comprehensible in itself is the light of
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it by looking in another direction, but you cannot ‘hear away’. This difference between seeing and hearing is important for us because the primacy of hearing is the
basis of the hermeneutical phenomenon [...]” (Gadamer 2004: 458)4
The calling of Being, and Being coming to language, as well as the callingcharacter of conscience and the understanding of this calling, indicate Heidegger’s
preference for using metaphors of hearing, although metaphors of sight are not
foreign to his argumentation either: Production of Presence traces the spatiality of
presence expressly back to Heidegger. Yet the radical innovation of Gumbrecht’s
theory is that he relates the spatiality of presence and, within this spatiality, the
interplay of distance and closeness, neither to sight, nor to hearing, but, emphatically, to tactility.
While describing presence culture as the counterpoint of meaning culture,
Gumbrecht highlights the importance of tactility among our senses.5 He expresses
the word.” Thus, even if he sets the ideas of light and lighting apart from substance, some metaphors
of sight do slip back into his argumentation (Gadamer 2004: 477–478), which is reminiscent of the
“later” Heidegger (although it is also true that the English translation cannot do justice to all the wildranging aspects of the German word ‘Lichtung’): “Metaphysics closes itself to the simple essential
fact that the human being essentially occurs in his essence only where he is claimed by Being. Only
from that claim ‘has’ he found that wherein his essence dwells. Only from this dwelling does he
‘have’ language as the home that preserves the ecstatic for his essence. Such standing in the clearing
[Lichtung] of Being I call the ek-sistence of human beings.” (Heidegger 1998: 247)
4
The question is more than complicated. It is either Being, or being addressed by language, or experience which requires approval, and it is not clear whether either (or all) of these require a voluntary
element, or some sort of a disposition (‘Stimmung’) in the theories of Heidegger, Gadamer and Gumbrecht. While in Wahrheit und Methode being addressed by tradition seems to be passive and unavoidable, in the case of the question-answer structure of interpretation this is not so evident. By
Heidegger, the potential approval to the unfolding of Being from Dasein is Gelassenheit, ‘leaving
ourselves to it’, which is “outside the distinction between activity and passivity” (Heidegger, quoted
by Gumbrecht 2004a: 71). Yet, the author of Letter on Humanism turns to a disposition that was
marked as ‘caritas’ by Augustine in the process of interpreting the Scriptures: love is the disposition
that is able to let something be, i.e. preserve something in its own essence. “To embrace a ‘thing’ or a
‘person’ in their essence means to love them, to favour them. [...] Such favoring [Mögen] is the proper essence of enabling [Vermögen], which not only can achieve this or that but also can let something
essentially unfold in its provenance, that is, let it be.” (Heidegger 1998: 241) Even in Gumbrecht’s
case it is hard to decide to what extent the disposition he calls “concentration” contributes to the
aesthetic experience. Gumbrecht, tracing concentration back to the Heideggerian conception of Gelassenheit, considers this disposition as a kind of aid to reach the aesthetic experience, and, at the
same time, as the condition of Being, as far as it is revealed in this experience. For Gumbrecht this
involves silence and wakefulness simultaneously. But I cannot enter into a full discussion of this
problem here.
5
Not only certain passages of his work, but many of his examples are related to tactility: “I wanted
my students to know, for example, the almost excessive, exuberant sweetness that sometimes overcomes me when a Mozart aria grows into polyphonic complexity and when I indeed believe that I can
hear the tones of the oboe on my skin [my italics]. [...] My students should get at least a glimpse of
that illusion of lethal empowerment and violence, as if I (of all people!) were an ancient god, which
permeates my body [my italics] at the moment of the estocada final [italics in the original] in a Span-
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the desire which puts presence back into its own right, which is on equal footing
with any kind of ‘spiritual’ understanding as a source of meaning. “And are we not
precisely longing for presence, is our desire for tangibility not so intense because
our own everyday environment is so almost insuperably consciousness-centered?
Rather than having to think, always and endlessly, what else there could be, we
sometimes seem to connect with a layer in our existence that simply wants the
things of the world close to our skin [my italics].” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 106)
According to his principle “what is ‘present’ to us (very much in the sense of
the Latin form prae-esse) is in front of us, in reach of and tangible for our bodies.”
(Gumbrecht 2004a: 17) With this gesture he not only eliminates the distance in the
construction of the subject of experience6 – that was one of the most significant
targets of criticism when discussing interpretation and meaning effects –, but he
also discovers the one and only human sense which cannot be neutralized. As a
matter of fact, Gadamer’s aim of improving the strongest metaphor of “the unavoidable” is fulfilled here, since Gadamer is simply wrong when he supposes that
hearing cannot be avoided. Just as we can cause blindness (real or metaphorical),
we can just as easily cause deafness as well. Our one and only sense that we cannot
neutralize completely, whose perception is entirely independent of our will, and
about whose de-activation we cannot decide, is our sense of touch. With the loss of
the whole surface of our skin, we die. Our tactile sense does not disappear even if
we are anaesthetized. Then we simply do not feel pain, but we can still feel the
touch itself.7
Tactility in Gumbrecht’s argumentation teams up with the time structure of
presence effects perfectly, in so far as our skin is the most defenseless among all
surfaces which can feel. It is continuously at the mercy of the moment of intensity,
of the unexpectedness of those moments. The intention of the Production of Presence to make us be “part of the physical world of things” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 116)
ish bullfight. [...] And I want them to know the feeling of having found the right place for one’s body
with which a perfectly designed building can embrace and welcome us. [...] [T]o allow oneself to be
touched, literally [my italics], by the intensity of a voice that comes from a compact disk or by a
closeness of a beautiful face on a screen.” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 98, 140)
6
Since the thing that touches me is directly connected to my body, in contrast with, e.g., in the case of
sight that is – impetuously – kept in evidence as one of our most objective sense, because of the emphatic distance between its subject and object. [Plessner studied the problem concerning the dominance of sight in thinking thoroughly (Plessner 1995: 196).]
7
Speaking of the importance of tactility one could cite the following passage from The Birth to Presence, which was quite significant for Gumbrecht: “To touch is to be at the limit, touching is being at
the limit – and this is indeed being itself, absolute being.” (Nancy 1993: 206) In his essays Jean-Luc
Nancy comes back to tactility, to the connections between perception and aesthetic experience from
time to time. In Plessner’s Anthropologie der Sinne it is also something of great significance because
in tactility “both our sense for ourselves and for others suppose each other”. (Plessner 1995: 201)
Interestingly enough, also Menyhért Palágyi referred already to tactility in his lectures on nature
philosophy as to the real total sense, which has primacy.
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is in harmony with the claim that a touch creates a close circuit between object and
skin, making, in a way, the touch and the object disappear in each other. Thus, it is
always mutual: who is touched, touches at the same time.8 It is my firm conviction
that Gumbrecht’s phrase “being in sync with the things of the world” (Gumbrecht
2004a: 117) refers more to the simultaneity of the mutual tactile relationship than
to bridging gaps between different periods of time or synchronizing different eras.
2. Stimmung
At the same time, Gumbrecht does not give up the Heideggerian ‘Stimmung’9 and
its etymological fecundity. He uses the phrase more in the sense of ‘mood’, and he
leaves Befindlichkeit as ‘disposition’ out, as well as its implications with respect to
the history of being, which is much more prominent in Sein und Zeit.10 Mostly,
Gumbrecht’s criticism derives from his own Heidegger-interpretation, which
proves to be one of the corner stones of presence culture against meaning culture.
As he argues, on the one hand, “’Being’, within the architecture of Heidegger’s
philosophy, takes over the place of truth [...] and Being is not something conceptual. [...] Being is not meaning. Being belongs to the dimension of things.” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 67–68) On the other hand, in his interpretation, Dasein is primordially spatial, moreover, deictic (‘da’):
[...] the decisive conceptual move in Heidegger’s book [...] is the characterization of human existence as ‘being-in-the-world’, that is, as an existence
that is always already in a substantial and therefore in a spatial contact with
the things of the world. [...] Dasein is being-in-the-world, that is, human existence that is always already in – both spatial and functional – contact with
the world. (Gumbrecht 2004a: 66, 71)11

Thus, it is the (ontic) mood, the one that is directed towards the existing one,12
which is more important for Gumbrecht from the Heideggerian discussion of
8

“But here, at the body, there is the sense of touch, the touch of the thing, which touches ’itself’
without an ‘itself’.” (Nancy 1993: 203)
9
Which was also formed by Scheler and Kierkegaard.
10
Grundstimmung in the Introduction to Metaphysics is more like a notion concerning history, a
notion concerning the history of ideas than a modus existencialis: something which permeates age(s)
as a determining ground-disposition. During the interview with Robert Harrison referred to below,
Gumbrecht dwells on this while describing Stimmung, and he rejects the historical use of the phrase
as a use that misses something of the primary level of mood (primary level – “which is much closer,
once again, to your skin” (Gumbrecht 2008: 32 min.)), and – as opposed to Heidegger – he restricts
the validity of Stimmung to Dasein. (He remarks with self-irony that it might be the only point where
he criticizes Heidegger.)
11
Zoltán Kulcsár-Szabó gives a thought-provoking and insightful critique on Gumbrecht’s
Heidegger-interpretation (Kulcsár-Szabó 2005: 26–27).
12
For Gumbrecht, this is almost literal: something that is directed towards the existing one, something
that touches it. (It would be interesting to consider, how ontological and ontic are related to each other
in Heidegger, and how Gumbrecht differs on this point from Heidegger.)
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Dasein as (ontological) disposition and as (ontic) mood.13 Die Stimme (‘tone’)
from the German word ‘Stimmung’ plays a significant role in Gumbrecht’s conception of presence as the sensual side of lived experience. Referring back to the
hierarchy of senses, one could claim that in this way Gumbrecht restores the sensual/sensory primacy of hearing – but this gesture, as I will argue below, is only an
illusion.
Interviewed by Robert Harrison,14 Gumbrecht claimed: “That’s my whole thing:
I don’t think it’s a metaphor [die Stimmung]. [...] It’s not a metaphor; it is actually
the lightest physical touch on your body [my italics]. It is a physical touch on your
body. Like my voice while we are speaking wraps your body and yours wraps
mine.”15 He had given a similar formulation earlier: “As a physical reality, spoken
language does not only touch and affect our acoustic sense but our bodies in their
entirely. We thus perceive language, in the least invasive way, i.e., quite literally,
as the light touch of sound on our skin.” (Gumbrecht 2006: 5) And, in his work
entitled Stimmungen lesen this is formulated as follows: “Ich bin nun vor allem an
jener Bedeutungskomponent interessiert, die Stimmung mit Tönen und mit dem
Hören von Tönen zusammenbringt. Bekanntlich hören wir nicht mir mit unserem
inneren und äußeren Ohr: Hören ist eine komplexe, ganzkörpliche Verhaltensform,
für die unsere Haut und unsere haptischen Wahrnehmungsfähigkeiten eine wichtige Rolle spielen. Jeder Ton, den wir wahrnehmen, ist natürlich eine physische
Wirklichkeit, welche als solche auf unseren Körper trifft (‘it hits our body’ kann
man im Englischen sagen) und unseren Körper umgibt (‘it wraps our body’).”
(Gumbrecht 2011: 11)16
13

“Was wir ontologisch mit dem Titel Befindlichkeit anzeigen, ist ontisch das Bekannteste und Alltäglichste: die Stimmung, das Gestimmtsein.“ (Heidegger 1977: 178)
14
This was an interview in the series Entitled Opinions at Stanford University Radio. It was hosted by
Robert Harrison on the 7th of October 2008. As Gumbrecht mentions in his acknowledgements, the
Production of Presence, he got serious encouragement from his colleague to outline the cultural
significance of space.
15
http://www.stanford.edu/dept/fren-ital/opinions/shows/eo10072.mp3. The referred points are given
by minutes, e.g. 10–12. min. [Otherwise, listening to the interview was a typical event of a kind that
Gumbrecht calls the good influence of special effects on the very last pages of Production of Presence. Namely, contemporary communication technologies, paradoxically, may bring back what has
become so ‘special’ because it has been excluded by the very environment that consists of the accumulation and coupling of gadgets – thus, the file mediating the digital voice of the author sends it
away and brings it back close, simultaneously, and calls for more intensive concentration on what it
brought close, through an unusual medium (cf. Gumbrecht 2004a: 140)]
16
In the first chapter Gumbrecht describes the history of the notion, following David Wellbery, from
Goethe trough Kant and Schiller to Hölderlin and Nietzsche, who for the first time in human history,
conceived the aesthetic approaches of Stimmung with eccentric implications as something which
relates to the quality of our whole life. Gumbrecht also demonstrates how Stimmung has become a
notion of the philosophy of history. He claims that Heidegger’s description of the notion as an existential condition remained stand-alone and without any responses. Neither Leo Spitzer, nor Gottfried
Benn – who connected Stimmung with the notion of harmony and the desire for it – liberated the
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Accordingly, Gumbrecht describes mood as touching – as the vibration of air is
indeed tactile. It also calls our attention to the fact that – in harmony with the revision of the role of the body – he refers to connections between aesthetic experience
and human perception not in metaphors. Things (and aesthetic objects) truly touch
us on an elemental, physical level, and we do not consider this constant beingtouched as evidence, because it is so light and permanent. Being is surrounded, in a
way, by Stimmung even physically: this is one of the most evident things in the
world, this is always already “a given”;17 everything is given to us always already
in a mood (18 min.). “We are always already surrounded by this lightest touch of
these sounds” (17–18 min.), whose perception is not always conscious because of
the fact that we are born into this physical environment (18 min.). For example, a
baby starts crying at the moment of his/her birth, because a baby is not prepared for
light, or, rather, the mood of light (18 min.).18 So Stimmung, i.e. experiencing certain moods (noticing perceptions) must indeed be in connection with intensity: we
are aware of moods when their intensity or unusualness calls our attention to itself
for a moment.
3. Broken spaces
The difference that these moments make seems to be based in quantity. And I
like to combine the quantitative concept of ‘intensity’ with the meaning of
temporal fragmentation in the word: ‘moments’ because I know – from many
and mostly frustrating moments of loss and of separation – that there is no reliable, no guaranteed way of producing moments of intensity, and that we
have even less hope of holding on to them or extending their duration Indeed,
I cannot be sure before I hear my favourite Mozart aria, whether that exuberant sweetness will overcome my body again. It might happen – but I know
and I already anticipate my reaction of regret about this experience – that it
will only happen for a moment (if it should happen at all). (Gumbrecht
2004a: 98–99)

notion of its restricted historical context, of its relevance to a specific historical or cultural period. By
contrast, Gumbrecht would like to establish ‘mood’ as a universal category, thus, he turns first and
foremost back to Sein und Zeit. In the field of aesthetic fascination [ästhetischen Faszination] – from
which he does not eliminate the dimension of meaning [Sinndimension], but only treats it as something secondary – he concentrates on mood appearing in literary texts as on a par with the world
[Umwelt] having physical substance. This world surrounds and enfolds [einhüllen] our bodies. That is
why Gumbrecht puts it this way: the desire for mood is nothing else but a variant of the desire for
presence (Gumbrecht 2011: 11–33).
17
“Die Stimmung hat je schon das In-der-Welt-sein als Ganzes erschlossen und macht ein Sichrichten
auf … allererst möglich.“ (Heidegger 1977: 182)
18
If we accept Gumbrecht’s idea, it is worthy of note that the first human organ of sense to grow is
truly the skin, and at first – already in the womb – we get in (indeed) touch with the world through
our skin, through touching.
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It seems that Gumbrecht starts characterising these moments of intensity with a
notion of time, but, actually, it owes much more to a kind of “spatial breaking”.19
“There, the sudden appearance of certain objects of perception diverts our attention
from ongoing everyday routines and indeed temporarily separates us from them.”
(Gumbrecht 2004a: 103) Therefore, what happens in the rare moments of aesthetic
experience can be characterized by time-notions like momentary, unexpectedness,
or fortuity, although it is actually a spatial event: isolation, insularity,20 distance.
Quoting the Olympic champion Pablo Morales (“being lost in focused intensity”)
Gumbrecht remarks: “That Morales wanted to be ‘lost’ corresponds to the structural element of insularity, to the element of distance vis-à-vis the everyday world that
belongs to the situation of aesthetic experience.” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 104).
Epiphany, the notion established in order to present the tension and oscillation
between meaning effects and presence effects defines this specific structure: an
‘event’21 of a kind that demands ‘spatial articulation’.
Consequently, aesthetic experience is getting lost (Gumbrecht 2004a: 116), it is
rapture (Gumbrecht 2004: 118), word for word. It is some kind of a changing of
space, and the time-notions established by Gumbrecht serve to double this spatial
structure. Both ‘suddenness’ and ‘farewell’ (borrowed from Karl Heinz Bohrer)
and the quotations from Jean-Luc Nancy indicate that what Gumbrecht calls presence effects are always already permeated with the notion of absence because of
the fast double movement of the birth to presence and the vanishing of presence.
This implies the duality that, previously, these spaces are kept out of our reach, and
then we are excluded from these spaces. Epiphany happens unpredictably, it transforms the space around us, and then – because it has the character of an event – it
eliminates itself.
It is exactly this discrepancy, it seems, that offers aesthetic experience. A discrepancy that occurs between the corporeal space opening in the short moments of
epiphany and the reflected-interpreted experimental space belonging to the dimension of meaning effects. No “breaking” occurs in time itself22 – that is why, to
some extent, Gumbrecht’s phrase ‘temporal fragmentation’ can be misleading. The
notion of “the momentary” indicates that the temporal distribution between the two
19

“If aesthetic experience is always evoked by and if it always refers to moments of intensity that
cannot be part of the respective everyday world in which it takes place, then it follows that aesthetic
experience will be necessarily located at a certain distance from these everyday worlds.” (Gumbrecht
2004a: 101)
20
Gumbrecht suggests the Bakhtinian notion to describe the situational framework of the aesthetic
experience.
21
“[..] we can never predict whether or when it will emerge, we do not know what it will look like,
[...] and it undoes itself, quite literally, as it is emerging.” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 113–114)
22
cf. page 5. “It is my firm conviction that Gumbrecht’s phrase »being in sync with the things of the
world« refers more to the simultaneity of the mutual tactile relationship than to bridge periods, to
synchronizing different times.”
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dimensions is out of proportion;23 the majority of time is dominated by meaningful
spaces.24
Thus, in the moments of intensity we suddenly find ourselves in the very same,
unchanged time, into which these moments also fit, but – unexpectedly and irresistibly – in a different space.
The fact that the short moment of intensity is the time of the non-reflected corporeal dimension, that this is the time of physical being which does not give meaning
directly, eliminates the act of remembrance from this short interval. This is not only
important because remembering (re-membering) is also interpretation, but because
remembering – in contrast with aesthetic experience – is precisely the act of breaking or eliminating time by leaving space untouched.25 Remembering makes something present in time again, but it always and inevitably happens in an interpretative
way. Thus remembering is a typical meaning effect. In connection with aesthetic
experience, Gumbrecht also reminds us of the fact that the memory of an experience
is absolutely not the same as the “original” experience; (a memory-image cannot be
“fully restored”). We consider an experience less unexpected later, after we compared and contrasted it with (other) memories (Gumbrecht 2010a: 83, 93).
Consequently, the act of remembrance is not negligible; not even in a ritual
framework. In this way, Gumbrecht’s example involving the pre-modern Eucharist
is less convincing than the ones coming from sport events26 or medieval charms
(Gumbrecht 2004b), because through remembrance the mass (the ritual) has strong
connections with (a certain event in) time . Thus, the ritual of the Eucharist makes
not only Jesus Christ present, but the contexts and the Biblical meaning-relations of
the original gesture of Christ as well.27 As opposed to that, while making the gods
23

However, this disproportion just intensifying the moments of presence effects through their rareness.
“Time, in contrast, is the primordial dimension of any meaning culture, because there seems to be
an unavoidable association between consciousness and temporality (think of Husserl’s concept of the
‘stream of consciousness’). Above all, however, time is the primordial of any meaning culture, because it takes time to carry out those transformative actions through which meaning cultures define
the relationship between human and the world.” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 83)
25
Desire works quite similarly (cf. Bónus 2009).
26
Though the connection is undeniable, since Gumbrecht calls sport the religion of the 21th century.
27
Mass seems to have much rather the characteristics of celebration or festival, the radical time structure which was established by Gadamer (Gadamer 2004: 119–125). “It is in the nature of periodic
festivals, at least, to be repeated” – as he puts it, and this recurrent festival “that comes round again is
neither another festival nor a mere remembrance of the one that was originally celebrated”, but “a
present time sui generis”, a unique, individual present (Gadamer 2004: 121). “The nature of a festival
is to be celebrated regularly”: the apportionment of Christ’s body in a physical, material sense has
never happened. What could be marked as the “original festival” is a symbolic (or embodying) act as
well, and therefore the Last Supper is not the festival celebrated or to celebrate, but only one of the
festivals (even if it is the first in the series). All subsequent festivals (masses) repeat (or make present)
what has never happened: the actual, effective apportionment of Christ’s body. Then the being of this
apportionment and the being of sharing it really rest in the performance, in celebrating a festival,
again and again, repeatedly. The celebration itself, the multitude of celebrations and embodying acts,
24
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present, the ancient Olympic Games did not need to commemorate a certain time:
“The closeness of the Gods whose actual presence the athletes’ agon was supposed
to help conjure up and to embody became the reason why all Pan-Hellenic games,
most visibly the games at Olympia and at Delphos, were organized around religious sanctuaries.” (Gumbrecht 2010b: 4)
4. Redemption (coda)
Robert Harrison, whose works on space were admittedly stimulating for Gumbrecht, writes in his book entitled Gardens: “Eden was a paradise for contemplation, but before Adam and Eve could know the quiet ecstasy of contemplation, they
had to be thrown into the thick of the vita activa.” (Harrison 2008: 9)
To the very last chapter of Production of Presence, Gumbrecht gave the subtitle
About Redemption, and he confesses in one of his sentences: “And is it not true that I
have a tenaciously and pleasantly recurrent daydream about my existence after retirement as a state of just ‘being there’, that is, as a life form that would simply occupy space without doing much else?” (Gumbrecht 2004a: 134) And, although the
author argues convincingly that his concept is devoid of theological or religious implications, this coda – in an implicit and profane way – ventures the assumption that
presence is something in whose desired moments we find ourselves in a space from
which we were driven out; so we might regain something – from the lost Paradise?
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Latency and Atmosphere
The Sensuous Dimension of Literary Texts
VÁSÁRI, MELINDA
This paper studies the sensuous dimension of literary texts and the way this dimension interacts with the process of reading and interpretation. By the analysis of
texts I try to reveal how literary works create this sensuous experience and how the
reader's body becomes affected. I approach this complex matter by designating the
phenomena of latency and atmosphere: their connection and the way they are produced by the literary text, as well as their impact on interpretative reading and their
role in aesthetic experience. My investigation will involve such questions as the
sensuality of the texts, temporality and spatiality, and the relationship between
historical and aesthetic experience. For the interpretation of these concepts, the
starting points are given by the works of Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht: After 1945. Latency as Origin of the Present (Gumbrecht 2012) and Stimmungen lesen. Über eine
verdeckte Wirklichkeit der Literatur (Gumbrecht 2011). Besides Gumbrecht's theory, I also discuss some other approaches, and through the readings of two literary
texts, namely Parallel Stories [Párhuzamos történetek] by Péter Nádas, and Film
[Film] by Miklós Mészöly, I try to show how latency forms the narration, and creates the atmosphere of literary works.
1. Latency
The concept of latency emerges for Gumbrecht in a specific historical context (after 1945), and is finally defined as the origin of our presence. The concept's temporality is apparently very complex: it belongs to the dimension of presence but at the
same time it is a remnant of the past. Its presence is ambiguous, since the latent is
always hidden and remote, by definition. These features also manifest themselves
in relation to language, for latency cannot directly be grasped with specific meanings. This distance is already present at the origin of latency, since it is something
that remained unsaid through generations and its origin has faded. We no longer
specifically know what is hidden: it goes beyond our time and our existence in such
a way that we can only sense its being there, yet its presence does penetrate ours.
Gumbrecht illuminates the ambiguous relationship between the latent and language
by associating it with Heidegger's metaphor concerning language and Being: “language as the house of Being”: “the Heideggerian reading is to assume that, on the
one hand, language suggests an original closeness of Being and that, on the other
hand, language is a medium that allows Being to withdraw. If we read such ‘closeness’ of Being as spatial, then Being, in Heidegger's understanding, may emerge as
something substantial, something tangible. Therefore, as soon as we associate the
‘latent’ with ‘Being’ (without postulating that Being is always latent), the latent
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approaches the ontology of the flesh. […] It makes present again for us the past of
the flesh in that world.” (Gumbrecht 2009) Thus, latency is characterized as spatial,
tangible and material. Contemplating more on Heidegger's metaphor and considering the distance of the latent both from language and spatially, it can be pointed out
that in the phenomenon of latency both language as home and the tangibility of the
latent are strongly compromised. Latency’s remoteness from language deprives us
of the feeling of being at home [heimlich]1, while tangibility has become reduced
to sensibility, since latency is only present in its remoteness.
The latent is perceptible through 'Stimmung': through the atmosphere, mood or
tune2. The atmosphere is a sensuous phenomenon which is already expressed in the
term itself: it includes the words ‘tune’ and ‘voice’ [Stimme] (Gumbrecht 2009:
88). Gumbrecht refers to Heidegger, for whom the mood becomes important as the
manifestation of human disposition [Befindlichkeit], thus he calls “Da-sein [...]
Attunement” (Heidegger 1996: 126, 1967:134). Mood as disposition discloses Dasein: “This possibility of mood discloses the burdensome character of Da-sein even
when it alleviates that burden. Mood makes manifest ‘how one is and coming
along’. In this ‘how one is’ being in a mood brings being to its ‘there’.” (Heidegger
1996: 127, 1967: 134). On the other hand, “attunement temporalizes itself primarily in the having-been. Mood temporalizes itself, that is, its specific ecstasy belongs
to a future and a present, but in such a way that having-been modifies the equiprimordial ecstasies. […] The thesis that “attunement is primarily grounded in havingbeen« means that the existential fundamental nature of mood is a bringing back
to...” (Heidegger 1996: 313, 1967: 340). In this sense the past defines our disposition, i.e. the way we are in the present. What manifests and becomes perceptible in
the mood is how the past as latent transfixes our present; this experience is particularly strong in latency. For Gumbrecht, the phenomenon of latency becomes linked
with his theory of chronotopes (‘social constructions of time’), especially with the
concept of “broad present” (Gumbrecht 2012) when he raises the possibility that
latency is the result of a transition between chronotopes. Then what we call latent
might be a ‘wrinkle in time’: in this new experience of time the present is broadening, including both the past and the future and this way simultaneity and contemporaneity have become a fundamental experience.

1

There is some similarity between the concept of “the uncanny” [das Unheimliche] and latency but it
is important to distinguish between them: with respect to the uncanny, the feeling of “homelessness”
is produced by the confrontation with something repressed which used to be familiar. The latent is
further away: what was repressed previously has become latent for “the now” by losing its origin.
2
The German term 'Stimmung' can be translated as 'tune' or 'tone' (I will use the term mostly as regards
place and ambiance), as this way the connotations of the original word will not get lost: the meanings
such as 'mood', 'tune' [Stimme], 'to be in tone with' [es stimmt], or ‘to tune an instrument' ['ein Instrument stimmen'] may all be associated with the word. The terms, 'mood' and 'atmosphere' are more
common: I will use the expression 'mood' in the sense of 'disposition' and 'atmosphere', referring to an
aesthetic phenomenon. It is important to note that 'Stimmung' denotes all these meanings.
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2. The Sonorous Space-time
The burdened present is disclosed in the mood and tone: through them, we can
experience the closeness of the ungraspable, despite its unidentifiable nature. The
constellation of different times and the way it manifests in an indescribable sensation is presented in Parallel Stories (Nádas 2011, 2005).3 I will cite a scene from
the novel where the text produces the intertwining of the present and the past established by the memory of the place and objects and where perception – especially
hearing and listening – plays a fundamental role. This scene follows (in time, not in
the sequence of the narration) the scenario where the two main characters, Ágost
and Gyöngyvér are making love; this can be read as a struggle for absolute presence and seeking the possibility of reaching the other. If this scene can be understood as the continuation of that search, the text makes an interesting turn around
what can be called the stake of this search. Gyöngyvér is sitting naked at a piano in
her landlady's, Mrs. Szemző's, apartment when she perceives correspondences that
are produced by the place and the surrounding present – or even the absent – objects in the room:
There were countless chains of causation in the world and they were not perceivable in sequence yet were not imperceptible either. At this moment,
Gyöngyvér may not have known what her senses were registering, but, like
other people, she felt something definite and therefore formed certain suppositions. (437 – my italics)
[„Számtalan oksági láncolat létezett a világban, s ezek nem voltak egymás
számára beláthatóak, de nem maradtak egymás számára érzékelhetetlenek
sem. Legfeljebb Gyöngyvér nem tudhatta e pillanatban, hogy pontosan mit
érzékel, de erről más emberekhez hasonlóan megvolt a maga biztos hiedelme,
4
hiszen volt egy egzakt érzete.” (II/157 – kiem.: M. V.)]

She is trying to find a note (tune), an F sharp with her voice and she knows that
“for the sake of forming the right sounds, time should be suspended.” (616; III/9)
She is listening to every sound and every little motion of the house in complete
sensual openness, following the sounds with her voice: “The living soul of destroyed people and objects made themselves heard in the summer evening, and she
followed them willingly with her voice.” (615; III/7) She is attuning herself to her
ambiance till she is able to find F sharp and when it happens she is unconsciously
“experiencing the convergence of so many different things”. (637; III/36) As “the F
sharp found its right place”, she felt “as though she had acquired an entirely different system of hearing” for which she did not need her ears any more (636–637; III.
35–36), she “listened into the mute night”: “She heard thuds, the pounding of run3

Henceforward I will cite the novel by giving the number of the page in the main text (Eng. Ed.; Hun. Ed.).
The literal translation of “volt egy egzakt érzete” [felt something definite] would be “she had an
exact feeling/sensation”.
4
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ning feet, booted and coming closer, shouts and then rattling, as when a window is
smashed with a rifle butt.” (638; III/38) She is experiencing what the narrator describes as the “nights when the walls of Budapest apartments reradiate the sounds
they once absorbed.” (640; III/40) For Gyöngyvér the sounds of the night of the
second day of Christmas becomes alive “when a group of Arrow Cross thugs broke
into this building and rousted everybody just as they found them out into the snowcovered street.” (639; III/38) They also throw out the movable furniture; the lack of
it, however, becomes perceptible for her: “Among the abandoned objects, the
haunting soul of the missing objects spoke to her in the warm early summer night.”
(436; II/156)
What is happening here is unreasonable, inexplicable, even uncanny, still its
significance is undeniable. As mentioned before, the scene can be related to what
has been at stake in the quest of Gyöngyvér and Ágost. It seems that Gyöngyvér
has been able to reach something she was looking for. Something or everything has
found its place, which formerly just “slipped away”:
“I am a sounding board, she thought triumphantly, and adored her taut, naked body in its shuddering skin. I bring the sounds of hatred with me, she
thought triumphantly.
And the living souls of destroyed objects found their voice in her.
As if she were saying, I am not a person, not a mere structure, I wait in vain
for live people to address me or make me speak first.
Her entire miserable childhood had been spent in not being able to speak. At
the sight of people, fear and astonishment kept words stuck inside her. I must
be the one to address this depressing space.” (643 – my italics)
[Hangzó tér vagyok, gondolta diadalmasan önmagáról, s imádta a saját feszes, mezítelen testét a borzadó bőrében. Hozom magammal a gyűlölet hangjait, gondolta diadalmasan.
S az elpusztított tárgyak eleven lelke szólalt meg benne.
Mintha azt mondaná, hogy nem vagyok személy, nem vagyok csupasz szerkezet, hiába várom, hogy eleven emberek megszólítsanak, vagy ők bírjanak
szólásra.
Az egész nyomorúságos gyermekkora abban telt el, hogy nem tudott beszélni. Emberek láttán benne ragadt a szó a félelemtől és csodálkozástól. Nekem
kell a nyomasztó teret megszólítanom.” (III/44 – kiem.: M. V.)

As if Gyöngyvér had found her place (as she did the F sharp) and her task in the
world at that moment: “For Gyöngyvér at this strange moment the physical mission
of her naked, shuddering body became evident.” (642; III/43. – my italics). She has
found herself not as an individual, not as a self; she identifies herself though the
sounding, sonorous space5. She is a non-person who (which?) can now address the
depressing, overwhelming and overbearing space, being also able to give it a voice
5

The literal translation of “hangzó tér” [sounding board] would be “sounding” or “sonorous space”.
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and a space inside herself. This happens to her when she becomes capable of hearing on different levels, when she is listening to her context with utmost intensity,
when she is focusing on her immediacy with her entire existence. What Jean-Luc
Nancy writes about listening might illuminate the nature of this strange event: he
says that to be listening is to be on the lookout for a relation to the “self”, for a
relationship within the self as it forms a “self” or relates “to itself” in general.6 It is
as if Gyöngyvér were on the way to find this general “self”, this relationship in
general, and this way she were be able to make the remote present by addressing
this present and thus she were able to access the past. This access, however, remains suspended (in an “almost-there-but-not-quite tangible” state), since she does
not know what she is hearing. All that has happened is that space and herself have
opened up for each other. Time has become spatial – Nancy calls this time the
“sonorous present”: “This presence is not the position of a being-present. [...] It is
presence in the sense of an ‘in the presence of’ that does not let itself be objectified
or projected outward. [...] a present that is not a being [...] but rather a coming and
a passing, an extending and a penetrating. Sound essentially comes and expands, or
is deferred and transferred. Its presence thus is [...] sonorous time [which] takes
place immediately according to a completely different dimension, which is not that
of simple succession [...] it is a time that opens up [...] that becomes or is turned
into a loop, that stretches out our contracts, and so on. The sonorous present is the
result of space-time: it spreads out space, or rather it opens a space that is its own,
the very spreading out of its resonance, its expansion and its reverberation. [...] To
listen is to enter that spatiality by which, at the same time, I am penetrated, for it
opens up in me as well as around me, and from me as well as toward me: it opens
me inside me as well as outside, and it is through such a double, quadruple, or sextuple opening that a ‘self’ can take place.” (Nancy 2007: 13–14)
This event Nancy calls the “sonorous event”. The audible exists and resonates
in a special temporality, in contemporaneity7, in a shared, interwoven time. From
this aspect it could be said that the text leaves linearity behind, and broadens the
possibilities opened up by sound into extremity. Sonority indeed forms time into
spatiality, suspends its linearity and, on the basis of the very place, makes contemporaneity possible. This is the constellation, the accord, the conjunction and the
consonance of different times together, evoking presence in this particular way.
6

“To be listening is thus [...] to be on the lookout for a relation to self: not, it should be emphasized, a
relation to ‘me’, or to the ‘self’ of the other [...], as it forms a ‘self’ or ‘to itself’ in general. [...] Consequently, listening is passing over to the register of presence to self. [...] For this reason, listening
[...] can and must appear to us not as a metaphor for access to self, but as the reality of this access.”
(Nancy 2007: 12)
7
It is important that Nancy emphasizes the difference between simultaneity and contemporaneity:
“Whereas visible or tactile presence occurs in a motionless ‘at the same time’, sonorous presence is
an essentially mobile ‘at the same time’ […] there is the simultaneity of the visible and the contemporaneity of the audible.” (Nancy 2007: 16)
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That kind of evocation and opening happen around and inside Gyöngyvér, who
identifies herself as “sounding (sonorous) space”8. Thus, this event can take place
through the body, inside the body and by the body. This is highlighted by the fact
that it is precisely at this moment when Gyöngyvér discovers the physical mission
of her body. In this sense, the connection, the access and the presence the text
evokes is only possible in the sphere of the body, on the basis of the text. Yet physical proximity only functions as a kind of ‘springboard’ and the obtaining of presence and access becomes effectively possible – on the level of spatiality, temporality and signification – in a state of absolute distance. As the F sharp finds its place
(both inside her and in space), she becomes tuned to her ambiance. In this way, she
is able to open up towards it, as her ambiance discloses itself for her at the same
time. The sound evokes presence but this presence is not complete, it is unfolding
around an absence: the event from the past is evoked by the absence of the furniture removed just at that very time: this absence is made sensible (almost touchable) by the depressing emptiness of the hall and the pointless lights that have lost
their sense without the furniture. Through this absence, both the presence and the
past of all the participants in the scene become perceivable.
The narration tries to fill the gap it has itself created by telling the story of the
building, of the apartment and of its (missing) furniture from the very beginning:
how the engineer Madzar created them, where he took the material from, and what
kind of color, smell and consistency the material had (Saturated Sleepers, 563–596.
[Telített talpfák, II. 323–367.]) By the time the narrative reaches this point, the
reader has got to know the story of the owner, Mrs. Szemző, as well: she asked
Madzar to develop and furnish the apartment as if it were the interior of a psychoanalytic clinic. In the course of the narration, not only the features of the apartment
and its surroundings are revealed in great detail, but the lives of the characters involved, namely, Mrs. Szemző and Mr. Madzar, too. The text does everything to fill
every gap and lack yet several questions of origin fade into obscurity. The mystery
of the sleepers and the double coincidence of their discovery henceforward leaves
the gap open in the story as the two missing pieces of the sleepers have drifted
away with the current.
Thus, the reader is given the knowledge of that night's story in vain in the sense
that the absence opened up at the place of the missing furniture still remains open.
Within the narrative, Gyöngyvér does not know anything about the night’s story,
either. Even so, the text, by disclosing every detail, is capable of producing such an
8

Nancy describes the sonorous space “as relation to self, as the taking-place of a self, a vibrant place
as the diapason of a subject.” And he raises the question: what if “each subject is a differently tuned
diapason?” (Nancy 2007: 16–17) Like the narrator who throughout the whole text gives his/her voice,
his/her eyes and language to the characters. This continuous changing of – often hardly graspable –
positions and the neutral eye of the narrator positions the text of the novel as a sonorous space where
the sonorous event can take place.
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effect that the reader partakes in an experience which is similar to Gyöngyvér's.
The text creates the constellation of different layers of the past and the present for
the reader by join the different times together with the result of their interpenetration: the stories are being told sometimes in a parallel fashion, at other times intertwined. This way the text dissociates the elements Gyöngyvér senses and during
this process the novel unfolds and produces the ‘exact sensation’, an atmosphere
similar to the tone of the place which defines the presence of the narration.
3. “Presence” and Historical Past
It is a special kind of presence that Gyöngyvér and the reader experience. As Nancy puts it, it is: “the presence of presence”, “co-presence” or a “presence in presence” of something unstable, unfixed, something in motion (Nancy 2007: 13).
Mladen Dolar describes this as a “truncated presence built around a lack – the lack
epitomized by the surplus of the voice” which is located “at the intersection of
presence and absence.” “It discloses the presence […] but at the same time it is
what inherently lacks and disrupts any notion of a full presence.” (Dolar 2006: 55)
As we have seen above, this is precisely what happens in the text: the basis of the
presence experience is the empty place of the destroyed furniture that cannot be
filled even by the narration, and it is a sound which can make access to the past
possible.
The question of this possibility becomes significant for history, too: considering
time from the historical point of view may give a new twist as regards the problem
of latency and atmosphere. Eelco Runia discusses the past from a question on a
similar angle; he claims that the past can be present in its absence through the trope
of metonymy, which he describes as a “transfer of presence”. He suggests we
should approach time spatially and he mentions “places that are fathoming their
historical depths” and “translating time into space” in the process. Metonymy is
based on contiguity; thus, it produces an effect rather than (conceptual) meaning –
just as Nádas’s novel, as we have seen, creates impulses and significant impressions rather than graspable semantic contents. Runia describes historiography as an
oscillation between effect (presence) and meaning (cf. Gumbrecht 2004). Through
the workings of metonymy, historical reality as a “stowaway” becomes present in
its absence. Runia concludes that this way “it may occur when a metonymical
‘place’ gives way and we fall through all those metonymical connections down to
the epiphanic moment in which historical reality stops being absently present in
words and phrases and stands before us.” (Runia 2006: 27)
Runia's approach can offer a new approach to the text discussed above. The
absence of the furniture indeed evokes the story of its origin and destruction.
Through this evocation, that period of the historical past becomes present and is
still with us in our everyday life (as a drift of the past). Gyöngyvér can hear the
victims of the Arrow Cross thug's destruction; these voices reach the reader
through the sound-effects which the text explicitly (and comically) thematizes:
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Somebody was shouting in the stairwell, imploring others that if they knew
any kind of god, if you have any soul in you, you would not do this.
Do this, it echoed.
At least have mercy on my elderly mother.
My elderly mother, derly mother, mother, other, it echoed.
Then everything fell silent in the stairwell.” (639 – my italics)
[“Valaki a lépcsőházban azt kiáltozta, könyörgött, ha valamilyen Istent ismernek, ha van egy cseppnyi lélek magukban, akkor nem teszik. Teszik,
visszhangzott. Legalább az öreg édesanyámon könyörüljenek. Visszhangzott,
hogy könyörüljenek, jenek, nek. Aztán a lépcsőházban minden elcsitult.”
(III/39 – Kiem.: M. V.]

The narrator fills the narration with one of the victims' words, yet the commentary (letting us know what happened) is reduced to presenting, according to the
various degrees of toning, the disposition of the sounds (shouting – echo – silence)
until the text itself becomes an “echo”. In this way, the past sensed by Gyöngyvér
speaks to the reader as well: in this sense, the moment could be regarded as the
epiphany Runia talks about, except that according to the text the past does not exactly stand before us as Runia describes it. Since Gyöngyvér does not know what
she hears, she cannot distinctly recognize anything. It is rather some sensuous connection which is established here between Gyöngyvér and the events; it is rather in
this way that access to the past is established. This applies to the reader, too, as the
text produces the atmosphere for the aesthetic experience by disclosing the tone of
the place and the ambiance which defines Gyöngyvér's disposition and mood.
If the narration of the novel can be regarded as a text structured along these metonymical connections, we may venture to explain the contingency between the different stories. Our starting point may be that the association triggered by metonymy
itself makes an opening and a disclosure possible. Thus the latent presence of the
historical past in the text gains a special significance: the events from our recent past
become the subject of reflection. These events are discontinuous and are at odds
with our identity, as they cannot be integrated into the course of history: they are not
representable (cf. (Runia 2006: 7, 2007: 316–318; Ankersmit 2006: 328–336).9
Runia calls these events the “stowaways” of presence; this notion is close to Gumbrecht's concept of latency. In fact what Nancy calls the “presence of presence”,
Dolar the “truncated presence” and Runia simply “presence” or “the stowaway of
the presence” are all included in Gumbrecht's latency: the past that has lost its origin
is still present in its absence (as the story of the furniture’s material perishes into
obscurity), and what gets special emphasis is the distance of the latent from language (the problem of representation) and its sensuous character. Besides latency,
Gumbrecht introduces, as we saw, the concept of ‘Stimmung’ through which pres9

Ankersmit calls these events “sublime”; they are unrepresentable, since we do not have a “picture
frame” for them.
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ence can manifest itself and becomes perceptible. That is the phenomenon which the
short analysis of the scene in Parallel Stories tried to show: how a literary text discloses the disposition and the mood, and how it produces atmosphere.
Atmosphere (Stimmung)
The literary text itself also contains latency and atmosphere, yet because perception – especially hearing and listening – is heavily involved, some serious problems
arise, such as access to the events of the past and the possibility of mediation.
These questions are central to the theoretical discussion of the concept of ‘Stimmung’. Gumbrecht gives an account of the most important approaches in his introduction to Stimmungen lesen. Über eine verdeckte Wirklichkeit der Literatur
(Gumbrecht 2011: 17–23), where he follows David Wellbery's summary on the
history of the concept (Wellbery 2003: 703–733). This reveals a wide field of
meanings, where not only the main questions of the arts but those of the natural
sciences emerge as well. Stimmung is characterized as transition between feeling,
sensual and rational cognition, and as what is capable of harmonizing these processes. More than one author regards the concept of atmosphere as the manifestation of the connection between the subject and object. This interpretation is based
on the idea that mood [Stimmung] defines the way we are in the world, it influences our disposition. For Gumbrecht, atmosphere is a spatial, sensible phenomenon which belongs both to the subject and the object simultaneously; it is “the
common reality of the perceiver and perceived” (Böhme 1993: 36, 122) while it is
ungraspable, unique, and reduces itself to the moment. Stimmung is present fundamentally, still it carries both the past and the future within itself. It is capable of
unifying the dissemination of space and time, turning genuinely sensible through
its affection of the body. The most difficult question is the possibility of mediation
between the self and the world. It seems that it is precisely atmosphere which could
provide the answer. This, however, is not entirely comforting since atmosphere can
never be concrete. That is why it emerges as a primarily aesthetic phenomenon
which is created and mediated by the arts.
Temporality and spatiality make continuity and contact possible and impossible
at the same time. In this duality, our relationship to the past and to the surrounding
world becomes highly questionable, just as much as self-identity and the possibility
of cognition and understanding. This complexity is presented in Miklós Mészöly's
work, Film (1976), where the problem of mediation lies at the center of the novel's
technique of representation. By applying a ‘camera narrator’ the unity of space and
time soon takes shape but because the characters are being ‘filmed (‘shot’)’, the
“Old Man and Woman” are unreachable and mute10, their past and their respective
identities remain obscure. However the text foreshadows what is withheld and what
remains unsaid. The novel unfolds and presents the following image: “Old married
10

Only one sentence is uttered by the couple (the Woman) (cf. Mészöly 1976: 201). Henceforward I
will refer to the novel by the page number in the main text.
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couple. It is nightfall already. Abandoned street. They are passing slowly, looking
ahead. No words. The man shambles. Woman: “Lift your leg!” They go on walking, they do not look at each other.”11 We should imagine the description turned
into a film-scene which is of course set into motion, and is revived by, the text: its
attempt is to fill the image with content and meaning, with the assumption that
reality can be caught, so to speak, ‘red handed’, in the very process of actions and
events (Mészöly 1993: 52) In Film, this quest is linked with the work of the narrator and the Camera, its subject-matter or ‘suspect’ is the Old Couple and the image
itself. The inquiry is carried out on various levels: on the one hand, the movietechnique presents, enlarges and reveals the (visible) details, on the other hand, the
narrator evokes the events connected to the scenes and objects; the narrative voice
interrogates, as it were, the places and the things. But we never step out of the image; it in fact defines the present of the narration. Every event outside of the image
which becomes part of the narration emerges from the image itself, since these
events are allusions to the past and the future that are being rewritten again into the
image by producing simultaneity and non-linearity in the chronology. The different
times become part of the image during the process of reading. The narration stays
close to the Old Couple; this is made observable by the connections established
between the evoked stories and by the metaphors dominant in the narration. Hereby
arises the timeless feeling which dominates the reading experience, also feeding the
image of the moment stretched into infinity12. The scene quoted above contains the
only par excellence action in the novel: the walk and the single articulated sentence
– “Lift your leg!” (201.) – this is what the novel really makes present.13 What the
text contains besides this is the meticulously detailed description and presentation
of the scene and the Old Couple. The novel tries to come as close as possible to the
‘actual present’, and the detailed descriptions may be identified as precisely the
atmosphere of the original image.
The concept of atmosphere often returns in Mészöly's essays as well; here I will
mention only On the Profession [A mesterségről] (Mészöly 1993: 101–103). As far
as atmosphere is concerned, Mészöly points out that it is not only an surplus of
representation but also the manifestation of “an essence” which is hardly presentable or speakable. The most we can undertake is “to write the obscurity clearly”.
Atmosphere is the aura, the “insecure coefficient” without which both the objective
and the concrete are suspicious. Atmosphere is an organic synthesis, the magic of
11

„Öreg házaspár. Már szürkül. Elhagyott utca. Lassan mennek, előre tartott fejjel. Semmi szó. Férfi
csoszog. Nő: »Emelni a lábat!« Mennek tovább, nem néznek egymásra.” (Mészöly 2007: 73–74 – my
translation)
12
“The novel: the walk of two elderly persons from Moszkva square to Csaba street, where their home
is. And what wants to accompany them from the world, from history, through them. They shamble all
their way home, timelessly long (almost for an hour).” (Mészöly 1993: 193 – my translation)
13
Mészöly regards this moment, this sentence as an “exemplary compression” [példaszerű tömörítés]
which is timeless. (1993: 192)
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living and working parts moving together. It is the recognition that what we know,
we by no means understand. Understanding has become more and more the “atmospheric surplus” of knowledge. Something that we cannot know, and only know
of through “how we feel. The concept of atmosphere is linked up with cognition for
Mészöly too, especially with the question of subjective versus objective representation14. According to Mészöly, objective representation is not possible; we can gain
experience of the objective only through mediation (“report”), which is still not
certain knowledge but rather a sensation which belongs to an object. To approach
objectivity is possible by surveying the possibilities of the thing in question, the
possible variations of its realization, which includes its past and future, too. Past
and future are part of the atmosphere, too and they are both indescribable, since
they can only be characterized as uncertain and unclosed. Understanding creates an
atmosphere for knowledge which is an “insecure coefficient” and “the condition
for a more articulate and complex certainty” (Mészöly 1993: 253).
All of this becomes important regarding Film, where stories, events, parallelisms, similarities and metaphors do not give certain knowledge: they remain resemblances and do not become identities. That is the subject matter of reflection
throughout the text with the consequence that the created correspondences become
insecure again and again. They, however, remain valid as possibilities. Thus what
is being told by the narrator's voice, as well as what is pointed out by the camera,
infiltrate the interpretative reading, which searches for coherence as well. Reading,
in this way, becomes part of the novel, and of the atmosphere of the original image.
For this reason, Film can be interpreted as creating that which reveals the atmosphere of an image. The text keeps the image close to itself; the narrative does not
step out from its present and its muteness. One can say that it moves in the “magnetic area” of the genuine image and tries to reveal its relations, concerns and mysteries, as well as its possible meanings.
The production of atmosphere is essential in the representational technique of
the novel, where the memory of the place plays a central role. Besides the back and
forth allusions in time, the dominant simultaneity in the text is created by the different historical time-frames projected on each other, and connected by the scene.
To exemplify the creation of the atmosphere, let us consider an extract from the
novel, where place gains its significance through the description of this place, in
fact through an account of the gap between the couple’s location and the assassinations in 1945. The gap becomes visible this way:

14

“We assume that our subjectivisation is conscious and consistent, the remnant – that cannot be subjectivised for epistemological reasons – will indeed report, principally, on the objective projection that
cannot appear and manifest itself directly in the concrete. And this remnant penetrates the atmosphere.
As a matter of fact we could start talking about relative objective representation at this point; which is,
because of the nature of the process, rather an evocation.” (Mészöly 1993: 253 – my translation)
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The foreground where the cadavers lie has for a few years now been a green
area, compressed between the recently built tennis court and the club building. The residents of the Jewish nursing home of Városmajor street, most of
them above seventy, were executed here on the 14th of January, 1945.
[Az előtér, ahol a hullák fekszenek, néhány év óta ápolt zöldövezet, beszorítva a nemrég felépült fedett teniszpálya és klubépület közé. 1945. január 14én itt végzik ki a Városmajor utcai zsidó szeretetotthon átlagban hetven éven
felüli lakóit. (Mészöly 1976: 173.)]

The text combines the event – referring to the future from the present of the
image – with the photos found (after the shooting of the film) in the Old Woman's
home. These photos do not receive a long description: their horrible content is implied by somebody’s “tight lips” and the narrator's voice, referring to the comments
of the photographer, but these cannot be “heard” by the reader. (174–176.) In this
way, it is hard to decide what, indeed, has established the atmosphere. Is it the
place? Or is it, rather, the Old Couple? Whatever the case may be, place, photos,
photographer and the Couple are thoroughly intertwined, establishing a strong
bond between the events. Following a simple chronology, the location evokes the
past, but through the photos it becomes, at the same time, the history of the Couple
as well. The moment of “bringing all these together” is when the camera looks on
the scene through the gap between the Couple. That is how atmosphere is created,
with the presence of the past, the couple’s relationship with this past, and, at the
same time, with the feeling of insecurity as to the nature of these connections.
Again, it is hard to decide which element is primarily responsible for the atmosphere. It might be the camera, the narrator, the Old Couple or the reader herself,
contemplating the picture or even all of these at the same time. The camera directs
the eye and creates the constellation, the narrator comments and links the photos
with one another and with the Couple, and of course, also with the scene. And all
these happen in the process of reading: we can safely say that every momentum
takes part in the creation of the atmosphere. The place functions as a continuum
between the past and the present, joining the presence of the Couple into this spatiality, too. Thus, we do learn something about the Couple too: what they withhold
(what cannot be said or expressed?15) in their muteness we rather understand than
explicitly know. Yet in this way a “more real” (a “relatively objective”) experience
is created. By broadening the image, the text grasps the history that penetrates the
atmosphere of things and places, thus it makes the latent (which remains hidden in
the present) perceptible.
The reading of the literary texts has shown how latency and atmosphere can
become decisive factors in the re-presentational technique and the aesthetic experience of narratives. Although both texts produce the constellation of various times,
they realize this in different ways. While in Parallel Stories the latent becomes
15

The image of the „tight-lipped mouth” might refer to this.
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present through the tone of the place and Gyöngyvér's mood, in Film there are images in overlap. The dominance of perception is overwhelming but while in the text
of Nádas, it is sound and contemporaneity which are decisive, in Mészöly’s novel,
the visual dimension and simultaneity are dominant. In both pieces, the text's particular temporality and its sensuous and presence effects are especially significant,
as well as their absence (including missing objects and words) to be filled in by the
reader. They manage to make such segments of the 20th century present which still
penetrate the fiction's – and our – presence. Thus, the literary text becomes the
mediator and the mediation of the past, as well as a simultaneous reflection of the
present on the past. It is through presenting the actual experience of time and our
relationship to the past that the seemingly simple distinction between aesthetic and
historical experience becomes problematic.
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Youth and Method*
The Monk between inscriptions and judgements
WIRÁGH, ANDRÁS
Matthew Gregory Lewis’s The Monk was first published either in 1795 or in 1796,
and the surrounding scandal conspicuously determined the afterlife of the author’s
reception and the further history of the gothic novel as well. Fascinated by The
Mysteries of Udolpho of the celebrated contemporary author Ann Radcliffe, Lewis
wrote his romance when he was twenty. One year later Radcliffe wrote The Italian,
partly to pour oil on troubled waters, and to ensure the dominance of Radcliffean
gothic. According to the often cited sentence of her posthumous text, On the Supernatural in Poetry, novels which were written around the time of The Monk can
be referred to as members of the “awakening” “terror literature”, while the romance of Lewis can be labelled as “horror literature”, which “freezes, and nearly
annihilates” the human soul. The terms obscurity and confusion further refine this
dichotomy, because while the former boosts the process of imagination, the latter
leaves “only a chaos” by “blurring one image into another”, hence the confusion
does not give sufficient ground for the adequate functioning of the imagination
(Radcliffe 2000: 168–169). Radcliffe consistently insisted on the poetics of the
explained supernatural: mysteries were solved, and the narrator guided the bewitched reader away from the virtual obscurity of her novels. By contrast, Lewis’s
novel is surmounted by forces of evil, faculties of the accepted supernatural. The
battle between recognized natural laws and the fictive world could be compared to
the images of confusion. Contemporary readers responded well to this confusion:
The Monk became a bestseller, although its rank was intensified by external conditions, namely the precautionary measures of the authorities, which, understandably,
had to control the respective areas, be they scientific or aesthetic, for which they
were responsible. In my text I wish to present these precautionary measures (and
their significant consequences) through a particular passage from the text. This
passage provided an easy target for conservative critics, while the moral (and also
pedagogical) rules they followed developed a new strategy of reading also available to those who tried to defend The Monk – irrespectively of the risk of a severe
punishment.
1. The inexpressible delight of reading
“I do not believe that a private education can work the wonders which some sanguine writers have attributed to it. Men and women must be educated, in a great
degree, by the opinions and manners of the society they live in.” (Mary Wollstonecraft, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman)
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“They should be brought to read books, and especially history; and so to read as
to make them understand the world, and be able to know and judge of things
when they hear of them.” (Daniel Defoe: The Education of Women)

The name of the author was presented only on the cover of the second edition of
The Monk (“M. G. Lewis, Esq., M. P.”). The inscription marking the author’s
membership in parliament might have encouraged Samuel Taylor Coleridge to
accuse the text of debauchery, although he attacked the personality of the author
himself. Through this act, the scene to be discussed, tackling the relation between
the Holy Scriptures and Elvira, an important character in the novel, gained discursive force beyond the context of the novel.
In this scene, the main character Ambrosio finds Antonia in her room reading
the Bible. By then the girl is already the object of Ambrosio’s desire. The episode
can be divided into three parts. In the first part, Ambrosio asks Antonia a rhetorical
question, and reveals the opinion of Antonia’s mother, Elvira about the Bible. This
passage was cited word for word by Coleridge in the Critical Review. However, he
dropped the second part of the passage from his citation, which contains the rules
imposed by Elvira on her daughter’s way of reading, as well as Antonia’s reactions
to her mother’s warning. The third section contains a dialogue (and an assault)
between Antonia and Ambrosio, which relate to a previous incident in the novel. In
the third part, a peculiar idea takes shape in Antonia’s mind about an unknown
language. The idea is partly the result of Antonia’s ignorance, and partly of uncertainty about virtues. The first part reads as follows:
He examined the Book which she had been reading, and had now placed upon the Table. It was the Bible.
’How!’ said the friar to himself, ’Antonia reads the Bible, and is still so ignorant?’

But, upon a further inspection, he found that Elvira had made exactly the same
remark. That prudent Mother, while she admired the beauties of the sacred writings, was convinced that, unrestricted, no reading more improper could be permitted a young Woman. Many of the narratives can only tend to excite ideas the worst
calculated for a female breast: Every thing is called plainly and roundly by its
name; and the annals of a Brothel would scarcely furnish a greater choice of indecent expressions. Yet this is the Book which young Women are recommended to
study, which is put into the hands of Children, able to comprehend little more than
those passages of which they had better remain ignorant, and which but too frequently inculcates the first rudiments of vice, and gives the first alarm to the still
sleeping passions. Of this was Elvira so fully convinced, that she would have preferred putting into her Daughter's hands ’Amadis de Gaul,’ or ’The Valiant Champion, Tirante the White;’ and would sooner have authorised her studying the lewd
exploits of ’Don Galaor,’ or the lascivious jokes of the ’Damsel Plazer di mi vida’
(Lewis 2008: 259).
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According to Elvira, the referential language of the Bible might have harmful
effects, because it simplifies the difficulties of interpretation during the reading
process, while it disguises itself as a sacred (and untouchable) text. Furthermore,
these texts also function as parts of a textbook; their primary task is to implant
moral and virtuous ideas in the young mind, to write sacred data on the tabula rasa. Yet the divine pedagogical intention is in fact an injury; it can be more helpful
to read “lewd” tales of chivalry or the “annals of a Brothel” because they contain
fewer improper expressions than the Bible. So the Holy Scripture is a rather ‘naked’ text, while it is trying to make us believe the opposite.
The scene of reading establishes three positions: Ambrosio as a preacher and as
a scholar (and persistent re-reader) of the Bible, who appreciates the book as the
ultimate medium of knowledge. Elvira’s position is that of the Mother, who legitimates the text only after a secondary construction. Finally, Antonia is the one who
has to accept these restrictions. Elvira’s and Ambrosio’s respective conceptions of
reading the Bible are rather different. The Mother argues for the authority of the
text because she supposes that the Bible can seduce the reader earlier than they
would encounter the temptations in real life. Accordingly, the text should be
masked by eliminating dangerous passages.
As long as the readers of The Monk are exposed to this danger, Coleridge rightfully distorts the authentic text, since according to the rules of education at the turn
of the 18th and 19th century the close (literal) and “sacral” reading of the Bible was
to be avoided. Mary Wollstonecraft’s Thoughts on the Education of Daughters
(1787) unambiguously claims that the Bible should not be treated as a ‘holy book’,
and the educator (in our case, the Mother) ought to use her own examples for religious education. Wollstonecraft keenly separates reading as food for thought from
the kind of reading which has the purpose either of memorizing words, or quoting
from famous authors, or becoming acquainted with unknown passions. Thus, she
contrasts a process which has a straightforward purpose, with a readinginterpreting act which can permanently gain power, from the process itself (Wollstonecraft 1787: 49–53). She, after all, repeats the restrictions imposed by Elvira,
namely that books, which may represent human passions in an inappropriate manner could only be read when the capacity for proper judgement is fully developed
and tested in the reader. The Monk continues:
She had in consequence made two resolutions respecting the Bible. The first
was that Antonia should not read it till She was of an age to feel its beauties,
and profit by its morality: The second, that it should be copied out with her
own hand, and all improper passages either altered or omitted. She had adhered to this determination, and such was the Bible which Antonia was reading: It had been lately delivered to her, and She perused it with an avidity,
with a delight that was inexpressible. Ambrosio perceived his mistake, and
replaced the Book upon the Table. (Lewis 2008: 259–260)
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There are several problematic issues concerning the citation eliminated by Coleridge. We do not know what the censor’s motives were, so the meaning of the
phrase “profit by morality” is hidden as well. However, the citation reveals the
operation of an authority which claims to possess the knowledge of every meaning
and cultivates those structures of the text from which the patterns of proper behaviour could be gathered. Elvira claims to possess the right to copy and (re)construct
the text. Elvira makes her daughter read an edition of the Bible which is copied out
by hand – perhaps this is to represent parental rules and warnings as well. Despite
the “parental” (authorised, even perhaps ‘divine’) editing, Antonia “perused it”
“with a delight that is inexpressible”. The preconception comes from the applicative phase, which makes the Bible both an invulnerable text (according to Ambrosio – and we should not forget that there was a famous church-father called Ambrosius), and a text that requires secondary reconstruction (according to Elvira).
This phase divides the two reading-interpreting positions, which have been joined
in accepting a common referential horizon. Ambrosio’s question about ignorance
(in the first part of the citation) points out that the Bible is capable of giving necessary definitions. However, in the following scene, when Ambrosio interrogates the
girl about the meaning of love, Antonia misinterprets the monk’s question. Her
passivity demonstrates the deficit that originates from the maternal hypersensitivity
and results in the abridgement of the Scripture, altering the potential meaning of
the text. The significance of answering Ambrosio’s question (“what it is to love?”)
is Antonia’s ability to track and follow the desire behind the question. She accepts
the artificially assigned meaning as a consequence of rhetorical persuasion and a
constraint to answer.
A prudish rhetoric acts as a medium between the social position and the desire
of the monk which on the one hand persuades the girl to answer sincerely, and, on
the other hand, enforces the desired answer by its intentionality. The desire and the
dogma contradict each other in the relations of purpose and object. Furthermore,
Ambrosio has to step out from the position of the preacher in which the truth “is
proclamation; and whether it is successful or not is not decided by the ideas of the
preacher, but by the power of the word itself”, that is why “the proclamation cannot
be detached from its fulfillment” (Gadamer 2004: 326). The application does not
mean freedom from the text; instead, in the dialogue with the girl, the mutual application is controlled by the consequently dislodged meaning. So desire authorizes
Ambrosio to distort meanings, although Antonia’s unexpected answer turns the
conversation into (a one-sided) assault.
“What it is to love? Answer me with sincerity: Forget my habit, and consider
me only as a Friend.” – Antonia does not recognise the ambiguity of the question,
although the monk metaphorically takes his “habit” (clothes) off. So Antonia can
only answer with a certain kind of rhetorical question (“Oh! yes, undoubtedly; I
have loved many, many People”), and when Ambrosio gives a probable answer
(which defines the lover as a desired husband), she unconsciously denies it, since
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her feelings about Lorenzo are incompatible with having a spouse; the meaning of
‘husband’ transfers her feelings to the level of obligations, i.e. to that of ethics.
Ambrosio looks behind the curtains, when he notices the “melting eye” and the
“blushing cheek” of the girl but he only finds the signs that are analogous to his
own desire: his rhetoric shifts from the direct referential range of the situation into
another range that connects (or, at least, for him, should connect) him and the girl
in the private domain. . The girl literally asks for the meaning (the ‘semantic content’) of love. Antonio presents the meaning of love through the example of voice
which can penetrate the soul. Although Antonio finally receives the answer he
wanted to hear, he is honestly surprised when Antonia compares his example to
their first encounter: “[The sound of your voice] spoke to me a language till then so
unknown! Methought, it told me a thousand things which I wished to hear!” (Lewis
2008: 260–262)
This unknown language – the medium of love incarnate in sound - appears at
the beginning of the novel in the same tone: “when at length the Friar spoke, the
sound of his voice seemed to penetrate into her [Antonia’s] very soul”. This language is inseparable from its content, the “beauties of Religion”. Ambrosio’s rhetoric, and the “voice swelled into melody” could stir the audience, and lead to real
ecstasy: “They were transported to those happy regions which He painted to their
imaginations in colours so brilliant and glowing”. After the sermon Antonia was
amazed about the – so far unknown – “acuteness” of her feelings.
Antonia’s inner supervising authority handled the auditory and essential contents of the sermon as a complex experience, as “the powers of eloquence”. But she
soon hears this language separated from its sacral medium. While Ambrosio was
struggling to prove that the Self could fulfil the position of the lover without such
additional mediums as language, voice, or sight, the girl had followed these mediums and fallen in love with the symbolic figure of religion and faith. The mother’s
control on Antonia’s interpretation forced her into a delightful yet ambiguous reading (she “perused” the text “with an avidity”), and made her sensitive to
knowledge, but she (reading a “wrong” Bible) was unable to learn the definition of
different passions.
Thus the Bible fulfils its authentic, original function, because The Monk demonstrates Elvira’s failure. However, Antonia, the Reader, has two main obstacles
while she works out her method. The first obstacle is the corrupted text itself. The
second obstacle is that the corruption of the text is unfolded for Antonia by a man
whose desires had already freed him from the sacred preconceptions of interpretation. Consequently, the gaps in the educational scheme are filled in with a stream
of misinterpreted meanings instead of the Word. While Ambrosio and Elvira are
unable to shake off certain structures of authority, Antonia cannot pass through
inexpressibility: Her experience cannot be inscribed in any structures of meaning.
Elvira monopolizes authority, while Ambrosio duplicates the dogma with the rhet-
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oric of desire, and in the case of Antonia pleasure is transposed from reading to the
newly explored unknown language.
2. Judgements’ days
“They, who cannot succeed in finding fault with the Book, employ themselves in
stigmatizing its Author.” (The Monk, II/2.)
“I carefully revised the work, and expunged every syllable on which could be
grounded the slightest construction of immorality. This, indeed, was no difficult
task…” (Matthew Gregory Lewis)

2.1. The other editions
Coleridge’s critique occupies Elvira’s position against the prime authority. He
claims to identify external symptoms as the controlling forces of the novel. Moreover, his critique breaks the chosen episode arbitrarily in order to point out the blasphemy instead of uncovering its consequences: the (determined) fall of Antonia,
which is caused by her immaturity boosted by her Mother’s prohibitions.
Elvira blames the Bible for impropriety, namely she considers it to be a transparent text, which reveals its own dangerous passages, while Ambrosio attempts
to put pressure on her as a preacher without the armour of sacral eloquence. According to Coleridge, the impropriety of The Monk can be illustrated with this
comparison: “This is indeed as if a Corinthian harlot, clad from head to foot in the
transparent thinness of the Coan vest, should affect to view with prudish horror
the naked knee of a Spartan matron!” (Coleridge 2000: 188–189) The statement
inscribed in the comparison, which refers to the nudity of the harlot, is an unnecessary one at first glance because the significance of the comparison is derived
from the mockery of the uncovered body of the matron. However, not only does
Coleridge contrast two extreme figures, he also points out the nudity which is
intended to be masked by the Corinthian harlot. From this point of view, the horror caused by the piece of skin revealed is a more condemnable act; seemingly,
impropriety is a crime. But this mask does not follow the “classic” process of
mimicry, where the mask is the instrument of delusion and misunderstanding. In
this case, the mask emphasizes the masked surface while also calling attention to
it, uncovering it. Similarly, the second edition of The Monk revealed the social
status of the author (after the anonymous first edition) by the inscription on the
cover. The field of reference outlines an opposition between the resistance of conservative critics, and the force which tried to disrupt (or question) standardized
rules, namely The Monk and its supporters.
According to Coleridge, the authority of God can sanctify (cf. Ezekiel 23) even
those factors Elvira condemned. However, the “infidel” author “has acted consistently enough”, when he “poured contempt on the only book which would be adequate to the task of recalming” the “fleshly appetites”. Coleridge claims that somebody educated in lewd literature can “use even the Bible in conjuring up the spirit
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of uncleanness”, and he “might extract pollution from the word of purity, and, in a
literal sense, turn the grace of God into wantonness” (Coleridge 2000: 189). So the
norm considers the lapse possible, although it can punish it according to its
measures. Lewis’s novel had provoked punishment due to the inscription on the
cover, and the situation was made even worse by another inscription: “Nor must it
be forgotten that the author is a man of rank and fortune. Yes! the author of the
Monk signs himself a LEGISLATOR! We stare and tremble” (Lewis 2003: 402).1
The function of Radcliffean “horror literature” has also been realized as a controversy between the biographical Self and the implicit author in the context of the
power which could break authority.
In the 1790’s the outspokenness against the norm was strengthened by the fear
of the spreading ideas of the French Revolution. The blasphemous nature of The
Monk was also increased by the influence of the new and precocious genre of the
novel. Thomas Matthias’s The Pursuits of Literature was published in the same
year as The Monk. In its expanded fifth edition, the author reacted to the scandalous
novel similarly to Coleridge. Matthias referred to a trial in 1727, in which an author
was convicted of “offence against law and order”; although in that era legal practice could not accuse anybody of “literary” obscenity. So Matthias thought that it
would be possible to convict the author of The Monk as well, because the mentioned trial provided a legal precedent (Gamer 1999: 1046).
To avoid a possible trial, Lewis decided to prepare an entirely new version for
the fourth edition of The Monk. This edition did not contain sexual scenes, violence
and/or murder attempts, and descriptions of naked female bodies. Lewis also deleted some words (e.g. lust, incontinence, enjoyment etc.) from the novel (Lewis
2008: ix). Thus, the fourth edition was far less popular and the value of the previous editions increased. Lewis wrote an apology three years later: “I solemnly declare, that in writing the passage which regards the Bible (consisting of a single
page, and the only passage which I ever wrote on the subject) I had not the most
distant intention to bring the sacred Writings into contempt, and that, had I suspected it of producing such an effect, I should not have written the paragraph”
(Lewis 2003: 410–411). Finally, Coleridge’s critique made the author “correct” the
scene of reading, namely to adapt to the interpretation and legitimate it. The inscription of the LEGISLATOR thus became self-referential: referring now to the
authority of Lewis, the text obtained an additional judgement from the author. The
cited passages were deleted by the hand which is the only tool to exercise legal
censorship over an authentic text.
However, the “cleansed” version could not demolish the fame of The Monk, the
author and the title have been an inseparable entity ever since. Lewis came to be
called “Monk Lewis” afterwards. Coleridge and Walter Scott also had difficulties
in separating the scandalous and acceptable parts of the oeuvre for years after the
1
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event (Gamer 1999: 1048–1051). Instead of the text, the overburdened name of the
author became the most comon way to refer to the original scandal. The Monk became the best example of what happens to a text after the principles Elvira had
been put into practice. The text was considered unsuitable for all age-groups, it was
objected to because of its “round and plain” syntax, and so on. According to Coleridge, The Monk is a “poison for youth”, like the Bible in the educational scheme
of Elvira.
Ideology won its battle against the fall of Ambrosio, although Lewis gained the
final victory. The scandal increased his fame; his name bore scars, but these marks
brought the unique factor of promotion, and copious imitators. The Monk became
an ideotypical genre with all of its scandalous, anti-Catholic and transgressive horizons. The novel widened the gap in contemporary ideology, and its readers looked
through it with sublime ecstasy. However, critics tried to preserve a sacred way of
interpretation, which controls reading with rules of ethics; they transformed fiction
into a guide to virtue and education. However, at this time, a new kind of interpretation started to emerge under the surface of ideology.
2.2. Shifts in the process of interpretation
This new method of interpretation was a kind of hermeneutical ideology: the dominance of hermeneutics as a universal way of interpretation. According to Odo Marquard, the hermeneutical, regulated kind of reading cultivated in Germany lost its
importance when singularising hermeneutics changed to pluralizing hermeneutics.
This shift reshaped the status of the Holy Scripture as well. The Thirty Years’ War
raged against the “absolute text” and hermeneutics, which tried to combat finitude
as a major attribute of time. Becoming pluralized in this civil war of hermeneutics,
literary hermeneutics eventually invented the non-absolute text along with the nonabsolute reader. From this point onwards, the purpose was not to read or interpret
the story as a single series of events, but to reveal, within the (single) story, all
possible narratives which may question, or even contradict one another. At the
same time, Schleiermacher claimed that the book is an inadequate medium because
it absorbs everything that cannot be adapted into univocal signs. He revealed the
principal characteristics of pluralizing hermeneutics in an infinite dialogue (Weiss
2000: 130). In Marquard’s opinion, the disposing of the Bible's critically explosive
and absolute text became opportune again after the French Revolution (Marquard
1989: 130).
This was a kind of ideological revolution or paradigm shift in which the sacral
power of texts was moved to the field of theology, as they recognized that the authority of other texts also possesses a “sacred” level, and hermeneutic analysis has
to reach this level by revealing the author’s intention. In the period of the Enlightenment, hermeneutics functioned as a pedagogical method: definitions were collected in order to enhance the understanding of the difficult parts of a text. Schleiermacher, in turn, universalized hermeneutics and even misunderstanding, while he
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– willy-nilly – questioned the authority of the Holy Scriptures, because he pointed
out that the Bible needed philological scrutiny and an interpretative strategy as
well. At this very time German education tried to restrict the role of the Bible on
the grounds that Biblical proper names (especially in the Old Testament) were too
hard to spell or memorize. Consequently, reading and interpretation couldn’t complement each other; the words could be inscribed into the memory only as letters
with a raison d’être, without any meaning. Schleiermacher tried to compensate for
this problem by introducing German literature into the syllabus, and by changing
the method of memorizing to “free translation” and “free writing”.2
The reading scene in The Monk has a clear reference to contemporary discourse,
in which the practice of mechanical reading has started to disengage from ideological structures. Antonia’s Bible, the primal source of delight for the girl, was corrected to restrain the delight of reading instead of easing the process of reading and
understanding. After the “close (literal) reading” of the ‘cultural heritage’, Elvira
arrived at a decision: she simply corrected the dangerous passages. But she reacts
to the possibilities of pluralizing hermeneutics (a handful of interpretations against
the sacral meaning) by excising the corpus and, later, by the act of recopying. Coleridge's argument against the fiction of Lewis emphasises the untouchable nature of
the Holy Scripture. Furthermore, Matthias also considers the “blasphemous” streak
in The Monk as a gesture against authority. So contemporary reception, while accusing the novel of an offense against the norm, singularises the meaning, and
manages to force Lewis to correct his text. However, the title has begun to function
as a surface of inscription (instead of the text itself) since by the fourth edition,
Lewis and his hero Ambrosio had become a single entity: Each violated the constraints and prohibitions they had previously agreed to respect in order to resist
temptation. Both of them were damned after they made a contract with the devil.
Lewis signed the contract to avoid the trial, showed repentance, and published a –
more or less – new romance. In spite of these events, he became a well-known
author. The repentance had practical rather than logical reasons, but his “new”
authority (“Monk” Lewis) singularised the judgements of his further works. The
troubled route of the novel can be described as a sequence of inscriptions which
left their traces on authority from Lewis’s self-exposition and the judgement of
Coleridge to the contamination of author and hero.
Another scene of the novel stages the revelation of the material heritage; to be
more precise, it represents the revealing of the heritage in a material way. This
movement “addresses” an ideologically delimited trace by a simple touch. Lorenzo
dares to confront “what is forbidden” when he is looking for a secret passage to the
cells of St. Clare Abbey. The nuns have warned him not to touch the sculpture of
the saint because – according to an anecdote – it was already wearing the mutilated
hand of a burglar who had tried to steal the ring from the finger of the statue. “It
2
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struck him, that so particular an injunction was not given without cause, not to
touch the arm of the Image” – Lorenzo’s presumption, which will later bring him
the solution to his problem, also results in a thorough analysis and a touch. Lorenzo
realizes that the mutilated hand is a lever which can move the sculpture, thus revealing a secret staircase. The trace Lorenzo touches is in fact that particular part of
the body which we use for touching. So the touchable panel is masked by the instrument of touching. Additionally, the story gains its authority from an anecdote
about stealing in order to hide real actions of violence and torture.
The sculpture of St. Clare gains its power from the abbess who falsifies and
reconstructs the heritage. The patron saint in this context is also patron of a hidden
place. The power of faith changes its place with the power of profane authority.
The invulnerability is maintained by a taboo which is similar to the sacral context
of the Bible. Each case is verified by an authority which sets itself as the medium
of “truth”. In the case of literary texts the direct signs of verification are paratexts:
title, publishing date, preface, and the name of the author. After the anonymous
first edition, the author of The Monk gave his name to the second edition, but the
inscription ‘MP’ – beyond showing off – wishes to call attention to the author's
“untouchability” owing to the presence of another authority (namely, the English
Parliament). The process which resulted in the reediting of the novel had begun
with Lewis being accused of befouling the Bible. The infamous passage could easily be used as a weapon against parliamentary membership. According to the
“judgment”, The Monk had to be corrected, so the authority of the law (mutually
driven by the norm) abolished the authority of the author and his social status.
However, the illusion of the invulnerability of the Holy Scriptures started to dissolve as a result of the transfer of the focus of hermeneutics: it was confirmed that
some of its main functions could not entirely be realized. Far from authorial intention, The Monk tried to represent the chance and consequence of a possible shift,
but while Schleiermacher “only” called attention to the many ways of reading,
Elvira placed the Bible amongst the clearly and roundly corrupted texts of popular
literature. Lewis verified the attacks on him by his own hand (by corrupting the
text on his own). Yet his act only brought him more fame: the author from that
time on was remembered as someone who had resisted, even transgressed the norm
but had finally had to succumb. Lorenzo, who closely examines the sculpture, also
finds the point through which the “cultural heritage” surrounding St Clare and
crime could be reversed, since the item defending it can be removed at a single
touch. However, the starting point was neither the removal, nor a re-movement,
because the nuns thought that the sculpture actually came to life. Only revelation in
the form of a clever insight could prove that the myth of untouchability was used to
protect the untouchability of false authority.
Lorenzo (like the robber) touched a sculpture whose real value lay not in jewels
or money, but in the function of hiding the secret staircase. The “spectacular” passage of the text, namely the reading scene, could function as the main argument for
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the impious content of the book, since it is an abbess who controls, even manipulates the story about stealing to hide the real meaning of the hand of the statue.
Coleridge’s “touch” was not combined with the realization that the perfect language – appearing to Antonia as an unknown language – leads to a gradual fall.
The Monk and the attitude of interpretation which appears in the text did not
leave deep traces in the history of interpretations of literary texts. The novel became part of popular literature revealing unknown territories for fictional processes. From the turn of the 18th and 19th centuries “The internalisation of Gothic
forms represents the most significant shift in the genre, the gloom and darkness of
sublime landscapes becoming external markers of inner mental and emotional
states” (Botting 1996: 91–92). The spectacles and theatrical scenes dominating The
Monk change places with inner analysis: the new gothic novel gradually becomes
the feedback point for theories on the psyche, later providing material for psychology as well. Transgression – as for instance Freud interpreted it – can already be
described on the level of the economy of consciousness: the authority of the superego can be detected behind both realized and suppressed actions.
In the context of The Monk, seduction appears in the image of the unknown
language, which can be repressed if it is kept within the channels surrounded by
religious norms, unless the authority supervising it loses credit and thus it is seriously injured. Once the instances in various episodes which try to eliminate the
seduction are carefully examined, the logic operating in the text, and controlling
the canonization of the novel, can readily be detected.. The scene about the removal of the sculpture illustrates the power which can inscribe the traces of violence
onto the surface of an invulnerable item in order to maintain some taboos, and to
keep up the atmosphere of potential punishment and fear. While Antonia occupies
the position between Ambrosio (who would like to touch the object of his desire)
and Elvira, the focus of The Monk wavers between the fictive literary text, and the
reflections on authorial potential. Moreover, the novel finally escapes trial, and
leaves a legacy of a corrupted text. But the authorial name requires an unremovable
inscription which eternally represents the attempt to touch the sacral heritage.
3. Epilogue: apology, vindication, allegory
Critics of The Monk occupied the position of Elvira: they accused the novel of extreme outspokenness, thus achieving the mutilation of the text. Their interpretation
might be called referential, although it undermined the “literacy” of the novel, too,
precisely by referring to external reasons. Branded as immoral, the novel could
only be read after the fulfilment of the different sanctions. The critics’ respective
judgements, which were strengthened by authority and by the referential basis of
language, singularised the meaning of the text. Besides the maternal ban (Elvira),
the above-mentioned act can be noticed in the manoeuvres of the abbess as well,
although she needed the argument of literal untouchability in order to support her
ban by the anecdote about the mutilated hand of the thief. While Elvira’s prohibi-
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tion served as a pretext for offence (and resulted in a row of further restrictions ); in
the case of the statue repetition is realized by the touch which eliminates the arbitrary sign of the mutilated hand. The critics of Lewis’s novel worked on a replacement which could prove that the distortion (as a result of removed meaning) reveals its own arbitrary structure of logic. Those who defended The Monk (including
post-apologetic Lewis) believed in the success of a moralist reading which could
compensate for the suppression of the inherent dynamic of a rhetorical trope. They
insisted on a referential reading which manages to specify the novel as part of a
contemporary counter-canon, which educates but, eventually, also brings fame to
the author.
The An Apology for the Monk (published in April 1797) read the novel as “lessons of virtue”, as a kind of treatise which represents the faults and the final fall of
man. The usage of strong images in the novel is explained by the anonymous author of the Apology by pointing out how serious the dangerous temptations are for
the virtuous Ambrosio. The author also mentions the fables of Aesop, a fable taken
to be an allegory, a well-known variant of fiction which popularizes moral truth.
“An allegorical representation of this being – its claims about Lucifer – visibly
interfering is no more therefore than adopting popular belief and turning it to the
purposes of instruction” – this can serve as an example of the allegorical-artificial
disposition and dispossession of meaning (Lewis 2000: 194–195). Lewis, in a letter
written to his father on the 23rd February, 1798 recalls a definition of allegory
from the 18th century essayist and playwright, Joseph Addison, as a “base structure” of his novel. Addison writes about allegory that “there ought to be useful
Morals and Reflections couched under it, which still receive a greater Value from
their being new and uncommon; as also from their appearing difficulty to have
been thrown into emblematical Types and Shadows” (Addison 1713). Allegory as
proof against the charge of immorality appears more obviously in a book by the
printer of The Monk, Joseph Bell, who attacks Matthias while excusing Lewis’s
“method”. According to Bell, the qualities of vice and virtue can be joined, and
vice only becomes “disgusting”, when it “entirely abandons the semblance of virtue” (Bell 1798: 34). The novel must not be called bad because it describes the way
from virtue to vice in detail. That is why it is allegorical and allegory can effectively reveal the illusion of vice’s dominance over virtue.
Bell takes the quotation from a critic he believes to be Alexander Pope. But in
fact it is taken from an anonymous reviewer of one of Tobias Smollett’s novels,
entitled Roderick Rogers. The passage puts vice next to virtue and names vice as a
perfect camouflage, although it cannot hide its deformity if it provides the “proper
light”. The author has an important role, because he represents the outer force that
can make vice naked and false. In allegorical representation, the author also assists
the “uncommon discernment”, as he has control until the very end. Ridicule and
detestation are relative, because virtue is standing next to vice either personified, or
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as another kind of rhetorical figure. In the The Monk as allegory, vice (also) becomes a simple instrument; the novel functions as its own antidote (Bell 1798: 39).
So texts which try to defend the novel argue strongly for an allegorical reading,
thus pluralizing the meaning of Lewis’s work. Meanings are separated: some semantic contents are assigned to a literary, and some to an ethical level but these
two horizons are not dependent on each other. The Monk stands in the focal point
of the battle between referential and allegorical readings, while its author has a
double function. He is also drawn towards (an) allegorical interpretation but previous inscriptions have already had their respective effects on him: Lewis had to
“purify” his text to avoid more scandal.
The relation between referential and allegorical readings cannot be simply described in terms of a classical dichotomy. The readings should be compared to each
other in an “ideal context”. For example, Bourdieu, arguing for a “pure reading”,
claims that “the autonomization of the field of literary production and the corresponding appearance of works are demanded to be read (or reread) in themselves
and for themselves” (Bourdieu 1992: 304). Furthermore, the (discontinuous) relation of sign and meaning in allegory is always controlled by (and dependent on) an
external principle (no matter how much it owes to the “partiality” of the interpretation) (de Man 1983: 207). Allegory is the master-trope of the application of meaning and signifying; it functions as a double-edged weapon. It assists in eliminating
(dogmatic-ethical) indignation, but – according to the gothic aesthetics of the 18th
century – fantastic and/or marvellous elements can also be included. This double
fiction originates from the gradual expansion (and development) of philosophy and
science, both of which provide “real” evidence for supernatural phenomena, and
also authorize sacral texts to lend themselves to textual studies (see Montagu 2000:
37; Addison 2000: 106).
The construction and sustainability of the interpretive community (Stanley Fish)
of the preferred theories depend on the strength of the connection between
knowledge and education. Promoting the literature of true morality (“true” at least
in the context of the age) and promoting the discursive strength of a moralist reading are also essential for the current ideological power-structure. The revolutionary
atmosphere made ideology in Lewis’s time impose heavier sanctions on transgressive forms. From this viewpoint, The Monk was certainly immoral. But the inner
and outer frames mentioned above from the prudish attitude through the unknown
language of Antonia to Lorenzo’s revelation, make it clear that the “machinery of
horror” of the novel tries to outline different power-fields. There is no untouched
domain: battles for position determine the rhetoric of the “naked” monk, of the
Mother who eliminates referentiality, and also the crimes of the abbess which are
hidden behind (or, more precisely under) false stories.
Educational schemes have to be conjoined with allegorical activity in proportion to defining the age in question with respect to the “understanding” of morals.
The specific principles of the entertainment industry, including the forces behind
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The Monk, are aimed at opposite processes: they created readers of transgressive
outspokenness in order to make it easier for reading to become “inexpressible delight”. The joining of the author and the hero’s name, which did not grant any possibility of hiding, suspended apologies and vindications in favour of the allegory by
the inscription of a final self-reference. The deformity of vice that was brought to
light becomes only a matter of perspective.
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